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Abstract 
Despite the considerable attention the labour market integration of female refugees receives 
from policy-makers and researchers, their employment rates are still the lowest among other 
population groups across Europe. Many studies have addressed the barriers that female 
refugees confront to access the labour market, which have largely presented the perspective of 
policy-makers and academics. By contrast, the perception of female refugees has been 
marginalised in the academic field. Therefore, this study pays attention to female refugees’ 
experiences in accessing the labour market. The aim is to analyse and compare the obstacles 
that female refugees can face in entering the labour market in Sweden and Norway. Another 
aim is to suggest some mechanisms to overcome these obstacles. The study uses empirical 
materials that are collected by conducting qualitative interviews with female refugees and 
some stakeholders in both countries. In addition, the study analyses and compares the laws on 
the introduction programmes in Sweden and Norway. The findings suggest that female 
refugees in Norway are more satisfied with the quality of the introduction programme and the 
Public Employment Service (PES) than their counterparts in Sweden. Moreover, the findings 
show that discrimination is more pronounced in Sweden than in Norway. Nevertheless, there 
are no considerable differences between female refugees’ experiences when it comes to the 
individual barriers or other institutional and structural barriers. The study concludes that a 
less-multicultural model with improving the quality of the introduction programme and the 
PES may lead to better labour market integration of female refugees.  
   
Key words: female refugees, labour market integration, introduction programme, Sweden, 
Norway 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1. Introduction
The thesis addresses an old but still current social problem in Europe, which is the low 
participation of female refugees  in the labour market. According to the European Union (EU) 1
Labour Market Force survey (LFS) in 2014, the employment rate of female refugees  was on 2
average 45% in the EU. This percentage is 17% lower than that of male refugees and it is 6% 
lower than that of other non-EU born immigrant women (EC & OECD, 2016:19). The low 
employment rate of female refugees makes them more vulnerable to poverty than any other 
immigrant groups, which also imposes an extra burden on the welfare system of the host 
country (FEMM Committee, 2016: 33). For that reason, both policy-makers and researchers 
in Europe are mired in emergency response to ensure the socio-economic inclusion of 
refugees into the host country. Furthermore, special attention is paid to female refugees who 
can find it more difficult to access the labour market.   
Over the last 30 years, the academic research on the labour market integration of 
female refugees has focused on the obstacles that hinder the access of refugees to the labour 
market (Nordplus programme, 2010-2011). Research has pointed out that these obstacles are 
often divided into institutional, structural and individual barriers. Under this division, there 
are different factors such as language proficiency, education level, qualifications recognition, 
discrimination and other factors related to laws, policies and procedures in the host country. 
Alongside these obstacles, researchers acknowledge that female refugees confront extra 
challenges to enter the labour market. These challenges are based on the gender roles and 
 Before turning to the substance of this study, it would be useful to differentiate between the concept of female 1
immigrant and the concept of female refugee in this paper. The generic term female refugees describes all women 
that have gained the residence permit on humanitarian grounds or as family members of someone who has 
granted the residence permit on humanitarian grounds. On the other hand, the term female immigrants refers to 
all women who have immigrated and resided in the host countries regardless of the reason for immigration. 
 The data that was extracted from EU LFS (2014) on the employment rates of refugees and immigrants refer to 2
all first generation refugees and immigrants who are between 15 to 64 years old. There is, unfortunately, no 
specific available data on the situation of the newly arrivals who have not been living in the host country for 
more than 5 years. Rather, the data covers people who have been in the host country for a year or over. 
Nevertheless, it was considered that the longer a person lives in the host country, the better his/her employment 
outcomes are. In other words, the employment rate among the newly arrived female refugees might be even 
lower than the total employment rates that the LFS presents. Therefore, the focus of this study was on the newly 
arrived female refugees who have not been living in the host country for over 5 years as they are the most 
vulnerable ones compared to other female refugees who have been living in the host country for a longer period.
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traditional values that refugees carry with them to the host society (Westin & Dingu-Kyrklund 
2000; Kofman 2003:7). 
Researchers tend to use quantitative data to compare the situation of female refugees 
to other immigrant groups in different countries. The quantitative research shows that the 
employment rate of female refugees is always the lowest among other population groups due 
to the above-mentioned obstacles. However, using quantitative methods to look at the female 
refugees’ labour market integration is limited to the availability of the comparable data. 
Moreover, the quantitative data does not provide an in-depth understanding of the actual 
situation and the different obstacles that female refugees confront in accessing the labour 
market in each country.  
Another research approach on the labour market integration of refugees is to use 
experimental methods to estimate the discriminatory attitudes towards refugees in general. 
This kind of experimental research provides some assumptions about the discrimination that 
female refugees can face, but it does not reflect the individual experiences of female refugees 
in this regard. In other words, what is known so far is that the employment rates of female 
refugees are the lowest among other immigrant groups because of the structural, institutional 
and individual barriers. However, these barriers have largely been identified from the 
perspective of policy-makers and academics, but little is known about the perceptions of 
female refugees on the labour market integration process. How do female refugees experience 
the factors that hinder their access to the labour market? Are they similar to the explained 
factors in the previous research or do they have other obstacles that should be taken into 
account when talking about integration? What can motivate female refugees to work and 
how? These questions cannot be appropriately answered without hearing the experiences of 
female refugees, but unfortunately, they have not yet been sufficiently addressed in the 
previous research. Marginalising the significance of the female refugees’ experiences in the 
labour market is not only a research gap, but it is also a drawback in any political initiative to 
improve their participation in the labour market without involving them. These experiences 
should be linked to the institutional efforts to integrate female refugees in order to improve 
their labour market integration. As a result, a better performance on the integration’s 
indicators, such as personal well-being and social cohesion can be achieved.  
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The aim of this thesis is to analyse and compare the obstacles that female refugees 
can face in entering the labour market in Sweden and Norway. It also aims to suggest some 
mechanisms to overcome these obstacles. Focusing on Sweden and Norway is based on the 
similarities and differences between these two countries. On the one hand, they both belong to 
the Nordic region with very generous welfare systems and stable labour markets with 
relatively high employment rates (Brochmann, Hagelund, 2011: 13; Pettersen and Østby, 
2013:76). On the other hand, these countries have different employment rates of female 
refugees. In Sweden, female refugees have the lowest employment rate among other 
immigrant groups, namely (53.5%), which is approximately (8%) lower than that of male 
refugees. In contrast, female refugees in Norway have a higher employment rate compared to 
that of their counterparts in Sweden, namely (57.9), which is even higher than that of male 
refugees in Norway, whose employment rate is only (55.4%) (EC & OECD, 2016:19). 
Moreover, according to the EU LFS in 2014, Norway was the only European 
country, with credible data , where female refugees have a higher employment rate compared 3
to that of male refugees. Therefore, the differences in the employment rates have led to the 
assumption that female refugees in Norway enjoy a better access to the labour market, not 
only compared to female refugees in Sweden but also compared to male refugees in Norway. 
Accordingly, it will be interesting to compare the individual experiences of female refugees in 
the Swedish and Norwegian labour markets.  
This study uses empirical materials that are collected by conducting qualitative 
interviews with newly arrived female refugees, civil servants and civil society organisations 
in both countries. In addition, the study analyses and compares the laws that regulate the 
introduction programmes  in Sweden and Norway. Analysing these laws is essential to 4
understand how the differences in the introduction programmes in each country can affect the 
experiences of female refugees in the labour market.  
 In both Spain and Slovenia, female refugees have higher employment rates compared to male refugees. 3
However, these data have low reliability according to the LFS. Therefore, they were not selected as good 
examples to compare Sweden to them.
 The introduction programme is an integration programme that targets newly arrival refugees to bring them 4
closer to the labour market and prepare them for work.
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The study contributes to the research on labour market integration of female refugees, 
which currently lacks the combination of addressing the introduction programmes, the female 
refugees’ individual experiences, and the stakeholders’ opinions in one research paper. 
Furthermore, the study outlines a set of recommendations that will be based on the female 
refugees’ experiences to improve their participation in the labour market. This implies that the 
outcomes are of great political and social importance for Europe today and it is highly relevant 
to the field of European Studies. Focusing only on two European countries, which have 
relatively long experiences in integrating refugees will provide empirical findings on the best/
worst practices in integration. These findings can be useful to other European countries to learn 
from and ensure the long-term socioeconomic inclusion of female refugees across Europe. 
1.1. Outline of the thesis 
The study is divided into eight chapters. The first chapter sheds light on the importance and 
relevance of the performed study to the field of European Studies and to the socio-economic 
academic research. This is followed by a presentation on the research objectives and research 
questions in the second chapter. The third chapter reviews insights from the theoretical and 
empirical literature on the labour market integration of female refugees and it identifies the 
research gaps. The fourth chapter describes the theoretical framework, whereas the fifth 
chapter describes the research design and methodology. It also includes a presentation of how 
the empirical data were collected and analysed. Thereafter, the results will be presented in 
chapter six, which is followed by a discussion of the results in chapter seven. Finally, the 
conclusion consists of final remarks and the empirical implications of the findings. 
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2. Objectives and research questions
There are two objectives that drive this study. The first objective is to analyse and compare 
the laws that regulate the introduction programmes in Sweden and Norway. Doing that will 
facilitate a better understanding of whether the introduction programme in Norway is more 
effective in facilitating the access of newly arrived female refugees to the labour market than 
the programme in Sweden. In other words, by anaylsing and comparing these laws it will be 
possible to estimate how the differences in these laws can affect the experiences of female 
refugees in the labour market. The second objective is to hear the voice of newly arrived 
female refugees in the target countries and let them express their stories about accessing the 
labour market. Understanding their individual experiences will be essential to identify the 
main causes of their low employment rate. At the same time, it will help in evaluating the 
introduction programmes which these women attend in each country. Also, civil servants and 
civil society organisations might have their opinions regarding the low employment rates of 
female refugees. Therefore, it would be useful to hear their perspectives on this issue in both 
countries as they are experts in the labour market integration. 
To achieve these objectives, the main research question is: Are the barriers that 
newly arrived female refugees face in accessing the labour market in Sweden similar to those 
their counterparts confront in Norway? How could these barriers be removed according to 
these women? 
Answering the two parts of this question will be based on presenting different narratives of 
newly arrived female refugees that share their experiences about accessing the labour market. 
By using an intersectional approach to analyse and compare these experiences, it will be 
possible to identify whether female refugees in these countries face similar or different barriers 
to access the labour market. In other words, if women interviewees in both countries talk about 
similar obstacles, then it can be concluded that their experiences cannot be an explanation for 
the differences in their employment rates. In contrast, if these experiences are similar in some 
aspects, but different in others. For example, if female refugees in both countries address the 
language proficiency as an obstacle but on the other hand, they talk differently about the 
validation of their previous education. Then, the answer to this question would be affirmative to 
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the extent their experiences differ. Thus, it can be concluded that these few differences can be 
among the explanations for the differences in their employment rates. Regarding the second part 
of the question, this will be answered by presenting the solutions that female refugee 
interviewees suggest to improve their participation in the labour market.  
However, to build a more coherent picture and better understand the differences in 
the female refugees’ experiences in the labour market two additional questions will be 
answered. The first question is: Is the integration programme in Norway more effective in 
facilitating the access of female refugees to the labour market than that in Sweden? 
Answering this question will be done by looking at the introduction programmes and two 
other documents, which are issued by the OECD, on the labour market integration of 
immigrants in Sweden and Norway. This technique will be the point of departure to identify 
differences in the integration programmes and approaches to bring female refuges closer to 
the labour market in each country. However, solely doing that will not predict which 
integration approach and programme are more effective. Rather, the evaluation should be 
done by hearing the experiences of female refugee. In other words, if women interviewees in 
Norway are more satisfied with the integration approach and programme than their 
counterparts in Sweden, then it can be concluded that the integration approach and 
programme in Norway are more effective in facilitating their access to the labour market in 
Norway than in Sweden. Contrary to that, it will not be possible to bless the integration 
approach and programme in Norway if female refugees in Sweden show their appreciation for 
the integration programme and approach or they express similar opinions to their counterparts 
in Norway.     
The second additional question to be answered is: What are the main obstacles to 
integrate female refugees according to stakeholders? Do these stakeholders mention similar 
obstacles as female refugees address? The answer to this question will be found by 
conducting informant interviews at the final stage of the research. The aim of these interviews 
is to identify to what extent the obstacles that female refugees address are considered by 
different stakeholders in both countries. In other words, the more the stakeholders are aware 
of female refugees’ needs, the better the outcomes of the labour market integration should be.  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3. Previous research
In 2014, the EU LFS presented data on the main obstacles that first generation immigrants 
confront in accessing the labour market. The suggested barriers according to this data are: the 
lack of language skills, lack of recognition of qualifications, country of origin and religion 
and other barriers (see table 1 in appendix 1) The data indicates that language proficiency of 
the host country is more significant to access the labour market in Norway than in Sweden, 
whereas the country of origin and religion are more significant in Sweden than in Norway. 
However, there is, unfortunately, no specific available data on the obstacles that female 
refugees can face in accessing the labour market. Rather, the EU LFS presents common 
barriers that all immigrants confront regardless of their gender or reason for immigration. 
Therefore and in order to build a sustainable basis for this study, it is necessary to address 
some of the previous research contributions on the main obstacles that female refugees can 
face in accessing the labour market.  
The literature on these obstacles divides them into institutional, structural and 
individual barriers. The institutional barriers are the legal obstacles that can hinder the access 
of female refugees to the labour market because of legislations, laws and policies. These 
obstacles are mainly the lack of qualifications recognition, integration policy, migration 
policy and settlement programmes. Structural barriers, on the other hand, are the social 
obstacles that female refugees can face because of the labour market structure and 
discrimination. Third, the individual barriers are the human capital obstacles, such as poor 
education level, poor language skills, lack of social networks and a person’s cultural values. 
However, all these barriers interact together and their interaction aggregates their impacts on 
the female refugees’ opportunities to access the labour market. For example, if a female 
refugee lacks the language skills (individual barrier), but she cannot start learning the 
language until she receives the residence permit and other official papers (institutional 
barrier), then she will not get a job because the employer will consider that she does not speak 
the language and her previous skills are not up to standard (structural barrier). Therefore, all 
these barriers together will make it even more complicated to find a job for a female refugee. 
While the individual barriers can be overcome over time by personal efforts, the institutional 
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and structural obstacles are more difficult to overcome without the institutional efforts to 
tackle them. In the following three sections, these barriers are explained in more detail.  
3.1. Institutional and structural barriers  
This section first presents some of the main institutional barriers, which are lack of 
recognition of previous qualifications, integration and migration policies and procedures. 
Thereafter, it sheds light on two of the main structural barriers that female refugees can face 
in accessing the labour market, which are labour market structure and discrimination.  
3.1.1. Lack of recognition of previous qualifications 
Studies by Lemaitre (2007:26-27) and Schuster et al. (2013) show that the previous education of 
immigrants does not secure them jobs relevant to their qualifications. In Norway, only around 
50% of immigrants who succeeded in validating their qualifications were able to access the 
labour market or be admitted to further studies in 2014 (Skjerven and Malgina, 2015). Both 
Lemaitre (2007) and Schuster et al. (2013) studies argue that the failure in recognising 
immigrants education force many immigrants to work in jobs that they are over-qualified for. In 
this regard, the report by the Swedish Council for Higher Education (2015:13) states that only 
around 40% of foreign educational credentials were recognised in 2015. That means only 40% 
of immigrants can benefit from their previous education in Sweden. 
Nevertheless, validation of previous education is one side of the coin and the second 
side is the validation of the previous work experiences. A study by Sumption (2013) shows that 
relevant work experiences can be more important than formal education for immigrants in many 
cases. Recognising these experiences is, however, more difficult because of the differences in 
the cultural and economic structures between the host country and pre-immigration country 
(Sumption, 2013:6). Moreover, Andersson and Guo (2009) state that work experience in the 
Swedish labour market is a requirement for immigrants in order to get a job. The authors explain 
that the differences in education systems between the country of origin and host country are the 
main reasons for not recognising immigrants’ previous qualifications.  
However, according to Wadensjö (1992), an immigrant who obtains qualifications 
from Sweden will not have the same opportunities in the labour market as a native-born with 
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Swedish qualifications. Contrary to this, Bratsberg, et al. (2017) state that obtaining an 
education in Norway can make the immigrants’ employment rates similar to those of natives. 
(Bratsberg, et al., 2017:19, 51) 
3.1.2. Integration policy  
Some scholars argue that the soft integration policies lead to lower participation of female 
refugees in the labour market (E.g., Hagelund, 2005; Wikan 2001). From the literature in 
Norway, Hagelund (2005) puts the matter of the integration crisis at refugees’ feet and the soft 
integration policies. She explains that not only religion and refugees’ cultural values are the 
reasons for integration failure. Rather, the government also is responsible for that because it 
does not make demands on refugees to integrate. The author argues that integration policy 
only focuses on securing the refugees’ rights without addressing their duties. According to 
Hagelund the lack of refugees’ participation in the labour market could be explained by the 
state’s ‘snillisme’, Norwegian for kindism. The kind attitudes of Norwegian politicians and 
policy-makers towards refugees have led to failure in their integration  (Hagelund, 2005:7).  5
Another study, by Koopmans (2010), shows that the integration policies and the 
generous access to the welfare benefits affect the socio-economic integration of immigrants. 
The study’s findings suggest that the generous countries that grant easy access to equal rights 
for immigrants (without putting demands on them) have low employment rates of immigrants 
and high levels of segregation. Moreover, these countries have a higher percentage of 
committing crimes among immigrants (Koopmans, 2010:20). 
3.1.3. Migration policies and housing instability  
The migration policies and their implications, namely, the length of asylum procedure and the 
delays in the settlement of refugees postpone the integration activities (OECD, 2009:54). In 
addition, the kind of residence permit that female refugees obtain can limit their access to the 
labour market. More precisely, when a female refugee obtains a residence permit based on the 
residence permit of her male family member, she will not enjoy the freedom to work or study 
without the permission of this man (ibid). 
 Kindism is a concept that has been used by right-wing liberalists and social democratic reformers.5
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Furthermore, the difficulties in finding housing in Sweden affect the labour market 
integration of female refugee since they will not be settled until they find a permanent flat. 
The housing problem could either be a structural or an institutional barrier as the housing 
sector in Sweden is in crisis and the government does not put much effort to solve it. On the 
other hand, the resettlement programme in Norway can distribute female refugees to small 
villages wherein the opportunities to find a job, to learn the language and build social 
networks are very limited (ibid). 
3.1.4. Labour market structure 
In the context of Sweden, some studies explain that the employment gap between female 
refugees and native Swedish women is based on two facts. These facts are the high rate of 
native women’s employment in Sweden and the highly competitive labour market (SCB, 
2016). Almost all jobs in Sweden require upper-secondary education, which makes it 
impossible for illiterate or low-educated female refugees to access the labour market. Similar 
explanations can be found in Norway, which has also a high employment rate of native 
women and a competitive labour market (Bratsberg, el at. 2017). 
However, not only does the structure of the labour market hinder the access of 
female refugees, but also the labour market regulations. Examples of these regulations are the 
relatively high minimum wages and stringent employment protection for permanent jobs. The 
high costs of hiring and firing will limit the opportunity of female refugees to access the 
labour market because employers might be reluctant to hire a person, whose skills are yet 
untested. Therefore, the chances to access the labour market through the low-skilled jobs are 
much bigger for female refugees since these jobs are often temporary and low-paid (OECD, 
2016:36-39). Nevertheless, these jobs are like poisonous flowers, which female refugees can 
enjoy their smells by getting the first experience in the labour market of the host country. But 
at the same time, they will kill/limit their opportunities to acquire skills and they may get 
stuck there for a long time without having a chance for a permanent well-paid contract. 
Similarly, Bratsberg, el at. (2017) argue that the first job for an immigrant in Norway is often 
short-lived and not sufficient for long-term labour market participation. Therefore, the authors 
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emphasise that investments in immigrants’ human capital such as education and language 
skills are essential for a solid foothold in the labour market (Bratsberg, el at. 2017:51). 
3.1.5. Discrimination 
Discrimination based on ethnicity, race or religion is prohibited in many nation-states, which 
can limit the discriminatory behaviours in the labour market. However, discrimination is often 
difficult to identify and quantify (Arai, Bursell and Nekby, 2015:386). Many experimental 
studies attempt to examine the discrimination in the labour market by applying for jobs with 
equal quality CVs that only have a gesture of race or ethnicity. Such studies have 
continuously found that there is unequal treatment of racial or ethnic minorities (Bursell, 
2014). However, the unequal treatment towards the groups can be experienced differently by 
women and men. In this regard, a study by Arai, el at. (2015) on the ‘Employer Stereotypes of 
Men and Women with Arabic Names’ suggests that Arabic men face stronger discrimination in 
the labour market than Arabic women. The study shows that there is a callback gap between 
applicants with Arabic and Swedish names for both men and women (Arai, el at. 2015: 386). 
Nevertheless, by adding extra merits to the CVs with Arabic names the callback gap 
disappears for women, but it remains large and significant for men (ibid, 392). The authors 
conclude, however, with stating that it might be that male refugees face stronger 
discrimination compared to female. Still, female refugees confront the largest earning 
inequalities because of the occupational segregation in the labour market (ibid, 400). 
In Norway, an experimental study by Midtbøen, et al. (2012) shows that job 
applicants with Norwegian-Pakistani (and Muslim) sounding names are 25% less likely to be 
invited for an interview by Norwegian employers than Norwegian sounding names with 
similar qualifications. The authors conducted some interviews with employers to explain the 
gap in the callback. Their findings indicate that the unfamiliarity with ethnic minorities and 
their past experiences, the ethnic stereotypes and the uncertainty are the main causes for the 
callback gap (Midtbøen, et al., 2012:185). Similar to Sweden, discrimination targets male 
immigrants more than female immigrants in all age categories as can be observed in the 
discrimination reporting to the Norwegian Equality and Anti-Discrimination Ombud (LDO) 
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(Bangstad, 2016:408). Yet, there are anecdotal reports which show that many Muslim females 
are denied to work because of their headscarves (ibid, 409). 
3.2. Individual barriers  
The individual barriers mainly include language proficiency, education level, cultural values 
and lack of professional and social networks. These barriers are addressed in the following 
four sections. 
3.2.1. Language proficiency  
A number of studies have shown that immigrants who have a high proficiency in the host 
country language are more likely to find a job and to get a higher salary. (Chiswick and Miller 
2002; Shields and Price 2002) However, two studies explain that the language proficiency of 
female refugees is worse than in other immigrant groups (Sales, 2002:467; Cary-Wood et al., 
1995). The authors state that isolation and the lack of access to the labour market are the main 
reasons for poor language skills. Nevertheless, the literature on the determinants of refugees’ 
language acquisition is less developed, compared to the literature on economic and family 
immigrants (Tubergen, 2010:516-517). Tubergen’s analysis (2010) on the determinants of 
second language proficiency among refugees in the Netherlands shows that different pre/post-
immigration factors can affect the skills in the host country’s language. The study shows that 
people who completed an integration course or received a post-migration education have 
better language proficiency than others (ibid). Therefore, it can be urged that these findings 
should be taken into account when forming the language courses to consider the different 
needs of female refugees in learning the language. Moreover, it is important to mention that 
homesickness, cultural shock, nostalgia, and trauma alongside family obligations can delay the 
learning of the host country’s language and culture (Landos & Olofsson, 2015; Lemaître, 2007).  
3.2.2. Education level 
Many quantitative studies show that highly educated female refugees have a higher 
employment rate than that of their low-educated counterparts. For example, the EU LFS 
(2014) shows that the employment rate of high-educated female refugee in the EU is close to 
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69%, whereas the employment rate of low-educated female refugees is only 30% and it is the 
lowest among all immigrant groups (EC & OECD, 2016:21). Moreover, the employment rate 
of high-educated female refugees is 3% higher than that of equivalent male refugees and 5% 
higher than that of other highly educated women from non-EU countries (ibid, 20). 
Nevertheless, many newly arrived female refugees have low levels of qualifications 
(Martín et al., 2016). In 2015, around 52.5% of refugees in Norway have very low educational 
levels compared to 26% of the whole population. By contrast, only 22.3% of refugees have 
higher education and almost half of them are women (NSSB, 2016). In Sweden, data from the 
OECD Survey of Adult Skills shows that the literacy gap between Swedish native-born and 
refugees is the largest among OECD countries (OECD, 2016:14, 99). Almost one-third of the 
refugees have very low educational levels, which is the double of the percentage of the low 
educated native-born (ibid). 
3.2.3. Cultural values  
Refugees tend to take the traditional values of their country of origin with them to the host 
country. These values alongside their religious beliefs shape their gender attitudes in the host 
society, which can negatively affect women’s employability (Rubin et al. 2008). In this 
regard, Koopmans (2016) argues that the low employment rate of Muslim immigrant women 
compared to that of other immigrants can be explained as a result of the unequal gender 
attitudes of this ethnic group (Koopmans, 2016:199). 
Nevertheless, a study by Norris & Inglehart (2012) shows that Muslim migrants 
gradually absorb the values of the host country. The authors compare the Muslim immigrants’ 
attitudes towards gender equality and sexual liberalisation to native people in the host country 
and to people from their origin country. Their findings suggest that Muslim immigrants have 
less conservative attitudes towards gender equality and sex liberalisation compared to their 
counterparts in their country of origin. However, they are still more conservative if their 
attitudes are compared to natives’ attitudes in the host country. Therefore, the authors 
conclude that living within an Islamic or Western society affects the people’s attitudes 
towards gender equality and sex liberalisation more than the people’s religious beliefs, 
education level, age, gender and income (Norris, Inglehart, 2012:231).  
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3.2.4. Lack of professional and social networks  
A growing research shows that professional and social networks play a significant role in 
facilitating the access of immigrants to the labour market (Åslund, Forslund and Liljeberg, 
2017:149). A report by Hensvik and Skans (2013) shows that 60% to 70% of employers hire 
employees through informal recruitment avenues in Sweden. Similar findings in Norway 
were presented in a study by Hagtvet (2005), which demonstrates that only 40% of all 
available jobs (in both public and private sectors) were formally published before hiring a 
person (OECD, 2009:63).  
3.3. Research gaps and the study’s contribution to the field 
The taken notes on the previous research can be summarised as follows: First, the research on 
labour market integration of female refugees often uses quantitative data and experimental 
methods to examine the effects of different barriers on the female refugees’ employability. 
Second, there is the tendency to focus on structural, institutional and individual barriers that 
hinder the access of female refugees into the labour market. The qualitative research that 
explains these barriers has largely been based on the policy-makers’ and academics’ point of 
view. By contrast, the empirical research on the individual experiences of these women in 
accessing the labour market is very limited in spite of its significance. Female refugees are the 
ones who do not work and improving their employment rate first starts with hearing about 
their experiences in the labour market. When addressing the low participation of female 
refugees in the labour market, it is essential to understand their individual experiences in 
searching for jobs and working in the host country. These experiences give hints to what is 
effective and ineffective in the integration policies and programmes. Hence, it can be argued 
that these experiences will help in identifying the main causes of the problem and where the 
dysfunction lies. 
Third, prior comparative studies have a general approach in comparing the outcomes 
of refugees to other groups of the population across a wide range of countries. This 
comparison does not provide a deep understanding of the situation in a specific country. More 
specifically, if two countries are similar in many economic, political and social characteristics, 
why is it that they have different labour market outcomes of female refugees? Exploring the 
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‘why’ here would help with identifying the barriers that female refugees face and pinpointing 
best practices that could be good patterns to learn from. In this regard, the literature in both 
Sweden and Norway address to a large extent similar obstacles that female refugees can face 
in accessing the labour market. Thus, it is not possible to predict, based on this literature, any 
differences in female refugees’ experiences in the Swedish and Norwegian labour markets. 
That implies that the literature, which presents meanly the academics’ and policy-makers’ 
perspective does not provide an explanation for why female refugees in Norway have a better 
labour market outcomes. Therefore, it will be interesting to look at the problem from a 
different angle by hearing the voices of female refugees to explore whether these obstacles are 
experienced differently by them in Sweden and Norway.  
Based on the above, the contribution of this study can be seen through providing a 
comprehensive overview of the female refugees’ situation in the Swedish and Norwegian 
labour markets. It also provides different narratives of newly arrived female refugees in 
Sweden and Norway. Besides that, it presents some institutional perspectives from some civil 
servants and civil society organisations. Simply stated, the gap that the study wishes to fill is 
to combine the individual experiences of female refugees with the insights of some 
stakeholders alongside analysing the introduction programmes in Sweden and Norway. The 
outcome of this combination can portray the differences in the obstacles that female refugees 
confront in both countries, which could be an explanation for the differences in their 
employment rates. Furthermore, the study will highlight some of the best practices to increase 
the labour market participation of female refugees.  
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4. Theoretical framework 
The theoretical framework is based, on the one hand, on theories that explain the integration 
model in each country, which are assimilation and multiculturalism. On the other hand, it is 
based on the intersectionality theory, which explains the multiple-discrimination that a person 
can experience. The selected three theories are essential to explore the experiences of female 
refugees in the labour market and they are explained below. 
4.1. Assimilation and multiculturalism  
The socio-economic inclusion of female refugees is shaped by the integration model that is 
adopted by the host country. Scholars distinguish between multiculturalism and assimilation 
as the main models of immigrant integration. Assimilation, on the one hand, means that the 
process through which a migrant absorb completely the host country’s culture and identity 
(Joppke, 2007). Assimilation can occur spontaneously or forcibly when a country forces a 
migrant to erase their original culture, language and religion in order to replace them with the 
host country’s culture and identity. This definition was narrowed down by Brubaker (2001) to 
include only the introduction programmes that make non-EU immigrants become more 
similar to the native population. In other words, if a refugee speaks the host country’s 
language and has similar qualifications to that of natives, s/he will have equal opportunities to 
those of natives.  
According to this theory, the longer an immigrant lives in the host country the more 
similar s/he becomes to native. Therefore, investing in the language skills and social inclusion 
of refugees could be the most effective approach to integrate them and make them active 
economically. That is to say, by overcoming the individual barriers such as lack of language 
skills, education level, social networks and cultural values, refugees will have similar 
employment outcomes to those of natives. Here, it can be argued that learning a language or a 
culture will not give the immigrant the same opportunities as a native person has. Rather, 
assimilation leads to alleged similarity, which covers underneath more obligations on the 
immigrants without tackling the discrimination that immigrants can face. Moreover, the 
theory does not take into account all institutional and structural barriers that refugees can face 
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in the labour market. Its main focus is to make immigrants on the surface look similar to 
natives without giving them de facto similar opportunities.  
The concept of multiculturalism, on the other hand, became popular in Europe in the 
1980s but was only adopted half-heartedly. Multiculturalism is based on the recognition of the 
ethnic and cultural diversity of refugees and that requires tackling all direct and indirect 
discrimination in the labour market. Multicultural theorists argue that migrants should have 
the same rights and obligations of citizens in their host country and maintain at the same time 
their cultural identities and beliefs (Inglehart & Norris, 2009:3). The main focus of this theory 
is to tackle the institutional and structural barriers to ensure equal access to the labour market 
to all population regardless their beliefs and ethics. The theory magnifies the rights of 
immigrants to remain their identities, but it underestimates how this will affect their 
integration. The individual barriers, such as cultural values, social networks, language skills 
and education level will become even worse if the multicultural approach was implemented 
full-heartedly. Multiculturalism will create a society within a society, and women will be even 
more distance from the labour market and society if they have a stronger identity. These 
negative aspects of multicultural theory made many European countries such as the 
Netherlands, Austria, France and the United Kingdom, shift their immigrant integration 
approaches from multiculturalism to assimilation based (Joppke, 2007; Koopmans 2003).  
In this context, Koopmans (2010) blames the welfare state and multicultural policies 
for the poor socio-economic integration of immigrants. (Koopmans, 2010:20) The author 
argues that the Netherlands, Sweden and Belgium are facing disappointing integration 
outcomes because of multicultural policies. In all these three countries, immigrants have low 
employment rates, cause high levels of crimes and they are strongly segregated. In contrast, 
Germany, Austria and the United Kingdom have achieved better outcomes of integration 
policies since these countries do not grant access to equal rights for immigrants and the 
welfare system is not generous as much as a country like Sweden (ibid, 21-20). 
Nevertheless, in spite of the claims that countries are shifting their policies toward 
assimilation, the Multiculturalism Policy Index  shows that multiculturalism has, in fact, 6
 Multiculturalism Policy Index monitors the policies evolution in 21 Western countries to estimate the 6
development of multiculturalism. 
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strengthened rather than weakened in almost all countries during the last thirty years. The 
index shows that Sweden has a ‘strong’ multiculturalism model and it scores 7.0 points on the 
Multiculturalism Policy Index (Tolley, E., 2016:99-103), On the other hand, Norway scores 
3.5, which is relatively low, but it has increased from 0 point in the 1980s to reach this score 
in 2010 (ibid, 83-86).  
When it comes to the literature on the integration model, it can be observed that the 
Swedish integration approach has characterised as multiculturalism model (Joppke, 2007; 
Brochmann, Hagelund, 2011:13). Sweden does not put a lot of demands on refugees in order 
to obtain the citizenship and at the same time, it assures them generous access to the welfare 
benefits. Norway, on the other hand, has been positioned somewhere between the 
multicultural Sweden and the restrictive Denmark. Norway poses some requirements on 
refugees in order to obtain the permanent residence permit and citizenship as well as to have 
access to the welfare benefits (Brochmann, Hagelund, 2011:13). However, Norway is 
probably less presented in the international literature on the integration approach among other 
Nordic countries because of its position outside of the EU (ibid). 
Nonetheless, it is important to state that multiculturalism and assimilation in this 
thesis mean the policy approach to manage the socio-economic integration of refugees. The 
concepts do not mean the spontaneous heterogeneity as a consequence of immigration. 
Therefore, operationalising these two theories will be mainly done by analysing the 
introduction programmes in Sweden and Norway, which explains the mechanism through 
which each country aims to integrate its refugees. The introduction programme in Sweden is 
regulated by the Establishment Reform (SFS nr: 2010:197), whereas it is regulated by the 
Introductory Act (2005 No. 228) in Norway. In addition, two other documents, issued by the 
OECD, will serve as supplementary materials. These documents are rich sources to describe 
the integration models and the situation of refugees in each country in detail. By analysing 
these documents, it will be possible to compare the rights and obligations that refugees have 
according to each law. Hence, it would be possible to explore whether assimilation is more 
visible in the introduction programme in Norway than in Sweden. Thereafter, it can be 
assumed that assimilation can lead to a higher employment rate of female refugees and it 
affects their individual experiences. Nevertheless, it seems that it is well established in the 
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previous research that Sweden has a more multicultural approach compared to Norway and 
identifying that in this study will not be a discovery. Still, the aim of using these theories and 
analysing the selected documents is to better understand the regulations and identify how 
these multicultural and assimilation models are perceived by female refugees.  
4.2. Intersectionality  
Intersectionality is a sociological theory to promote social justice. It is one of the most 
important contributions of feminist theorists (Shields, 2008:301). The term intersectionality 
came to light in the early of the 1970s, when the feminist scholars addressed the special 
experiences of women. Subsequently, the question of “Which women’s experience?” was 
raised by feminists of colour. They argued that the experience of a black woman cannot be 
solely understood in terms of being black or of being a woman. Rather, both categories 
interact and can aggregate their impacts on the black woman’s experience (ibid, 303). From 
that time onwards, the theory has evolved to explain all the oppressions and opportunities that 
a person experiences as a result of overlapping two or more of social categories (Verloo, 
2006). That is to say, each social category puts a person in either an oppressed or a privileged 
position and when different categories interact together, they will create multiple oppressions 
or opportunities for this person (Zinn and Dill, 1996). Put differently, the interaction between 
gender, class, sexual orientation, age, ethnicity and health will have multiple effects on a 
person. S/he may, however, be disadvantaged relative to be categorised in one group, but at 
the same time, s/he may be advantaged relative to another group. For example, a Christian 
female refugee may be disadvantaged because of being a woman and being a refugee, but she 
enjoys religion privilege if we compare her to a Muslim female refugee. However, these 
categories have different effects over time and according to the changing social and political 
discourse (Vervliet et al. 2013:3). 
The intersectional theory is used in this study as the interpretive framework to 
understand the challenges that are faced by female refugees in Sweden and Norway. Female 
refugees can be defined by two main social categories: woman and refugee. Adding to that, 
they might be also defined as coloured, Muslim, mother, lesbian, low/high educated, disabled 
or old. By looking through the lens of intersectionality, we can better acknowledge the 
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differences among the interviewed women to understand the oppression and empowerment 
that they have experienced or that they are concerned about.  
Nevertheless, some previous studies show that male refugees can experience 
discrimination more than female refugees (Bangstad, 2016; Arai, el at. 2015). Such findings 
might be seen as a contradiction to the intersectionality, which considers being a woman and 
being a refugee will cause multiple discrimination. Therefore, it would be interesting to hear 
about the individual experiences of female refugees to estimate whether their gender and 
nationality together make them even more disadvantageous.  
In addition, it is important to state that the intersectional theory aims to achieve social 
justice and tackles all kinds of discrimination. Thus, using all the three mentioned theories as a 
theoretical framework is essential to better understand the experiences of female refugees since 
each of these theories provides explanations to certain obstacles in the labour market.    
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5. Research design and methodology
Simply stated, the study examines whether the barriers that female refugees face in accessing 
the labour market in Sweden are similar to those their counterparts confront in Norway. 
Accordingly, a comparative multiple-case study approach is used to better understand the 
differences and similarities between female refugees’ experiences in the Swedish and 
Norwegian labour markets. (Bryman, 2012:72-74) 
The study has an abductive approach, which is described by many researchers as ‘the 
systematised creativity’ to achieve a new knowledge (Spens, 2005; Taylor et al., 2002). The 
abductive approach is suitable to use when there are many possible explanations for a 
phenomenon since this approach helps to decide which possible explanations to consider most. 
In the context of the study, the low employment rates of female refugees might be caused by one 
(or more) of the barriers that the previous research addresses, such as language proficiency, lack 
of qualifications, discrimination, etc. All these explanations will be tested throughout the 
interviews with female refugees and the most likely explanation (s) will be identified. 
The methodological approach consists of multiple qualitative methods, which are 
comparative textual analysis, semi-structured interviews with female refugees, and informant 
interviews. The methods were utilised sequentially to provide useful data at each stage of the 
research and to avoid complex and contradictory data during the collection and analysis. In 
other words, after collecting data through the comparative textual analysis, the interviews 
with refugee women were carried out. Thereafter, the informant interviews were conducted. 
However, in case any contradiction in the collected data appears through the process of 
collecting and analysing, the information was revised again to check where the defect lies and 
to discard the suspect data. 
This chapter motivates the study's cases and methods. Thereafter, it turns to the 
presentation of the data collection and the analysis techniques. The last two sections are 
devoted to discussing the quality of the research methodology and the study’s delimitations.   
 21
5.1. Case selection  
The employment rates of female refugees vary sharply across the EU Member States. 
According to the EU LFS (2014), their employment rate is only 48.1% in Germany, whereas 
it reaches 53.5% in Sweden. Still, Sweden has a considerable gender employment gap 
between female and male refugees, which is approximately 8%. Moreover, female refugees’ 
employment rate lags significantly behind the native-born and non-refugee migrant women. 
In other words, Sweden has not yet succeeded in decreasing the employment gap between 
female refugees and other immigrant groups. In contrast, Norway, Sweden’s neighbouring 
country, has the second highest employment rate of female refugees in Europe, which is 
57.9%. This percentage is still relatively low, but it is higher than any percentage in other 
EU’s countries. It is moreover the second highest percentage in Europe after Switzerland, 
where their employment reaches (73.1%) (EC & OECD, 2016:20). There is, however, a 
gender employment gap between female and male refugees in Switzerland, where the 
employment rate of male refugees reaches (84.5%). Contrary to that, the employment rate of 
female refugees in Norway is slightly higher than that of male refugees, which is only 
(55.4%) (See table 2).  
Source: Eurostat and OECD, Own calculations based on EU LFS 2014 AHM. 
 (See: http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/lfs/data/database) 
Table 2: Employment rate of first generation immigrants by reason for migration and sex in 
Sweden and Norway in 2014
GEO/REASON Native-born Family reasons
Education 
reasons
International 
protection or 
asylum
Total
Sweden (male) 78.50 67.5 86.1 61.4 68.9
 Sweden (female) 74.80 61.6 66.5 53.5 61.9
Norway (male) 77.40 72.6 62.7 55.4 72.1
 Norway (female) 76.80 60.8 77.7 57.9 65.7
 22
Focusing on Sweden, on the one hand, is based on two factors. First, as the thesis is to obtain 
a degree in European Studies, it would be too big to analyse in-depth the participation of 
female refugees in the labour markets in all EU Member States in just one paper. Therefore, it 
is fair and interesting to focus on Sweden as the country that has accepted more asylum 
seekers per capita than any other Member States in 2015. (OECD, 2016) Secondly, Sweden is 
classified as one of the best countries in both integration policies and gender equality 
(MIPEX, 2015). Therefore, it would be interesting to look at this well-organised system, 
which deals with a large number of female refugees compared it to other Member States. 
On the other hand, in Norway, the refugee integration is a recent issue compared to 
many other Western European countries. Still, Norway has achieved comparable and even 
better results on refugee integration than those better-known immigration countries. Norway 
is similar to Sweden in many political, economic and social aspects. Both countries are 
democratic countries with high GDP per capita and they have high and almost the same 
employment rate for men (68.1% in Sweden and 68.4% in Norway) and women (60.8% in 
Sweden and 61.1% in Norway). The labour markets of both countries are relatively stable and 
the labour force of women to the total population is also very close (in Sweden 57.1%, 
whereas it is 56.1% in Norway). The share of the working-age population to the total 
population is approximately the same (62.8% in Sweden and 65.7% in Norway) and the share 
of immigrants to the population in those countries is relatively high (World Bank data set, 
2017). However, the number of refugees in Sweden is higher than in Norway. While 4.1% of 
the Norwegian population has a refugee background (SSB, 2017), the refugees made up 7% 
of the Swedish population (ECDO, 2016:34). Nonetheless, accepting a higher number of 
refugees in Sweden does not justify the gender employment gap among refugees in Sweden 
compared to the situation of their counterparts in Norway.  
Finally and most importantly, both countries belong to the Nordic region, which is 
characterised by a universal access to generous welfare benefits and a high degree of public 
involvement. Simply put, the countries combine economic success and high levels of social 
justice as well as a high number of refugees, which has drawn considerable interest to identify 
the differences in the female refugees' experiences in those countries. Adding to that, both 
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countries have transparent and open data on female refugees, which is not always the case in 
other European countries. 
Nevertheless, what on the surface seems to be similar integration programmes and 
approaches may, however, be implemented differently. These differences can be assumed 
because of the differences in the employment rates of refugees in these two countries. In other 
words, do female refugees in Norway have more positive experiences than their counterparts 
in Sweden? By exploring that, it can be established a basis for evaluating the effects of 
differing introduction programmes and integration approaches in those countries and how that 
has led to different labour market outcomes of female refugees. Particularly, if we consider 
that the biggest groups of refugees in Sweden and Norway share to a large extent similar 
backgrounds. According to the SSCB (2015) in Sweden, the three biggest groups of refugees 
are people from Iraq, Syria and Iran, whereas these groups are Somalians, Iraqis and Iranians 
in Norway. (NSSB, 2016) Therefore, it can be argued that the country of origin and cultural 
values is not a sufficient explanation for the differences in the employment rates. Rather, the 
differences could be based on either providing better service for those women to access the 
labour market or on forcing them to work in order to be eligible to certain rights, such as the 
eligibility to obtain a permanent residence permit and citizenship.  
5.2. Qualitative methods 
The following sections explain the study's methods and how the collected data were analysed. 
They also provide information regarding the selection of interviewees and the interview guides. 
5.2.1. Comparative textual analysis 
The comparative textual analysis was conducted as a first step of the analysis to identify any 
differences and similarities between the introduction programmes in Sweden and Norway. 
Doing that helped in framing some assumptions about the women’s experiences, which were 
the bases in phrasing the interview questions.   
The comparative textual analysis aims to analyse, interpret and compare the content 
of text data by classifying these data into categories, which are possible to compare. The 
selected materials to compare were mainly the introduction programmes in Sweden and 
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Norway. In Sweden, the integration programme is regulated by the Establishment Reform 
(2010:197), whereas in Norway it is regulated by the Introductory Act (2005:228). Although 
the laws were issued in different countries and in a different period of time, they are 
comparable to a large extent for two reasons. First, they have the same purposes, which are to 
increase the possibility of newly arrived refugees to participate in working and social life and 
to increase their financial independence. Second, these laws include the same components to 
integrate refugees, which are language and social trainings and other activities to prepare 
participants to access the labour market. These laws were used as the main sources to evaluate 
the integration approaches in Sweden and Norway because they are the legal framework to 
integrate refugees and any violation of these laws might impose sanctions on the offender. 
Moreover, as the aim of these programmes is to facility the access of newly arrived refugees 
to the labour market, then it is important to evaluate to what extent this aim is fulfilled by 
hearing the opinions of female refugee on the quality of these programmes.   
Nevertheless, to ensure a better understanding of the integration approaches in each 
country, two documents are used as supplementary sources. These documents are: Jobs for 
immigrants: the integration of immigrants in Norway (2009) & Working Together: Skills and 
Labour Market Integration of Immigrants and their Children in Sweden (2016). The 
documents are issued in a different period of time but they are comparable to some extent 
since they are both issued by the OECD. 
To analyse and compare the laws on the introduction programme, the following steps 
were used. The first step was to do initial coding, which includes all main components of each 
introduction programme, such as the objectives, the responsible authorities for the 
implementation, the target group, the obligations and rights, the sanctions in case of violation 
and the introduction benefit. Other formulations that were less important to compare or they 
were too general were excluded such as defining the term refugee, when the law enters into 
force, any amendments, professional secrecy, etc. Having created a scheme of initial codes, it 
was possible to identify any similarities and differences between the laws. Thereafter, the 
codes were categorised into different themes in line with the assimilation and multiculturalism 
theories by identifying which law imposes more obligations on the programme participants. 
However, since the introduction programmes are not considered as sufficient materials to 
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characterise the country’s integration model, other data were extracted in the same process 
from the other supplementary documents. For example, information about obtaining a 
permanent residence permit and the citizenship (The table of coding scheme is presented in 
the results' chapter). 
5.2.2. Semi-structured interview method 
After conducting the comparative textual analysis, the interviews with female refugees took 
place. The first objective of the interviews was to identify existing and potential barriers to 
labour market integration of female refugees from interviewees' perspectives. The second 
objective was to find solutions to overcome these barriers based on their opinions. The 
interviews were semi-structured and the questions were simple, direct and open-ended to 
encourage interviewees to share their experiences (Tracy, 2012: 139). The advantage of this 
technique was to hear the experiences of female refugees since they are the ones who struggle 
in accessing the labour market. In addition, many scholars consider interviewing as a valuable 
method to gather information and evaluate opinions from minority groups, particularly 
women. This method gives women more space to express themselves and tell their stories 
(McCall, 2005; Anderson & Jack, 1991). 
Listening is central to qualitative interviewing, but motivating interviewee to speak 
when they are reluctant is much more important. Not all women were on the same level of 
openness to share their stories. To solve that, telling the interviewer own story helped in 
making them more comfortable to talk. Nonetheless, the talk of the interviewer was as much 
as necessary and non-verbal encouragements (such as head nods, pauses, and additional open-
ended questions) were used to stimulate interviewee to provide more narrative (Muylaert et 
al., 2014:184).  
Throughout the interview sessions, information given by interviewees was tape-
recorded and was then transcribed into English. However, the interviews were not videotaped 
because that might distract the interviewees from providing detailed information. Before 
conducting the interviews, an interview guide was prepared, alongside that additional 
questions were also asked during the interviews. The questions of the interview guide were 
asked to friends before posing them to interviewees to improve their clarity and refinement 
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(Peabody et al., 1990). The target number of interviews was as much as possible. Still, as it is 
time-consuming to perform a lot of interviews, the number of interviews was 15 interviews 
per country/30 interviews in total. The interviews took place over a four-month period 
beginning in February 2017 and their length ranged from 20 to 50 minutes.   
5.2.2.1. Selection of interviewees 
The study targets female refugees who have not been living in the host country for longer than 
5 years and regardless their education level or backgrounds. Focusing on newly arrived 
female refugees is based on the significant increase in the number of female refugees over the 
last five years. Furthermore, their experiences can be current material to assess the 
introduction programmes as well as estimating the opportunities and challenges they can face 
from their perspective. Especially, if we consider the growing support for anti-migrant 
political parties, the rise of Islamophobia and terrorism in Europe, and the tightening of the 
migration policies. Therefore, it can be argued that these current circumstances in Europe 
make the previous observations about the labour market integration of female refugees no 
longer be relevant.  
The interviewees were chosen by snowball sampling. A few respondents refer to 
other potential respondents and that has led to interviewing different women from different 
backgrounds and age groups. Using a snowball sampling might be considered as a bias of 
selection of respondents. Still, it was used as a method to reach respondents because it was 
difficult to obtain a sample without asking a few respondents for others. Moreover, using 
random sampling could have led to unrepresentative sample since it is down to chance. 
Therefore, it was more efficient to use the snowball sampling and in order to limit its bias, a 
reasonable number of interviews were carried out to produce a sample with representatives 
for age, nationality, education level, etc. (Atkinson and Flint, 2001). However, the selection of 
interviewees was based on fulfilling the following criteria: to be over 18 years of age and not 
above 46; to be a refugee or married to a person who has been granted the residence permit on 
humanitarian grounds; to not have been living in the host country for more than five years.   
The majority of the interviews were conducted in person at language schools where 
it was possible to meet women from different backgrounds and age groups. Nevertheless, 
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some interviews were conducted on Skype, particularly with interviewees in Norway. 
Geographically, most of the interviews were conducted with women who are settled in 
Gothenburg and Oslo as those cities have a substantial number of newly arrived refugees. 
Other interviews were conducted in smaller cities to examine the differences in female 
refugees’ experiences not only among the countries but also within each country.  
5.2.2.2. Interview guide for female refugees’ interviews 
The interview guide was designed based on the previous research, which explains the main 
obstacles that female refugees face in accessing the labour market. The first part of the 
interview focuses on the interviewee’s background, such as country of origin, pre-
immigration qualifications, age, family structure and year of arrival in the host country. The 
second part focuses on the challenges and opportunities in finding a job or pursuing further 
education in the host country as well as on evaluating the efficiency of the introduction 
programmes for interviewees’ future career. Other questions were raised about sharing 
household chores to examine the impact of the cultural values on their labour market 
integration. In addition, interviewees were asked about their experiences with different 
integration actors such as the Public Employment Service (PES), language schools, and 
municipalities. 
The first draft of the interview guide was formed in English. However, since English 
is a second language for all interviewees, the English version was translated into Arabic and 
Swedish (see Appendix 2: the interview guide). Using the Arabic language helped in 
providing data that are well-observed by the interviewer since knowing how words are used 
and the meanings of specific terms in the local vernacular are crucial for qualitative research. 
Yet, some researchers argue that when the respondents and the interviewer speak the same 
non-English native language during the interview and this non-English data will be used in an 
English publication, meaning may get lost in the translation process. To avoid such potential 
limitations in the analysis, the interviewer stuck to English as much as possible, particularly, 
when taking notes during the interviews. However, with some interviewees who could not 
express their thoughts neither in English nor in Arabic, Swedish was used. This strategy has 
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increased response rate and involved different women from different countries of origin, 
which provided good empirical material for the intersectional approach. 
5.2.2.3. Analysis techniques for female refugees’ interviews 
After transcription, the first step in the analysis was to separate the indexed from the non-
indexed data. All demographic data (Nationality, age, civil status, the number of children, 
education level, work experience, year of arrival, type of residence permit) were organised in 
a table to estimate how these elements affect the individual experiences of the interviewed 
women in the labour market. The second step was a primarily coding in terms of question-
reply. The third step was to extract three themes that are essential to answer the research 
questions. The first theme was the institutional and structural barriers that women face in 
accessing the labour market, whereas the second theme was the individual barriers. The third 
theme was the solutions that women addressed in order to speed up their access to the labour 
market.  
Thereafter, these themes were broken down into sub-themes. The institutional and 
structural barriers were divided into five sub-themes, which are: the quality of the 
introduction programmes, discrimination, validation of foreign credentials, housing instability 
and settlement programme and generous welfare system. The individual barriers, on the other 
hand, were divided into four sub-themes. These sub-themes are: language skills, social 
networks, cultural values and education level. This division was based on the literature 
review, intersectional theory, the research questions, and the interviewees’ responses. The 
third theme 'solutions' was divided regarding the most frequently mentioned topics by female 
refugees. The sub-themes are: enhancing the effectiveness of introduction programme, 
validation of foreign credentials, settlement programme and establishing footholds into the 
labour market. 
The fifth step was to use a clustering technique to gather the responses in categories 
according to their similarities. For example, for the first theme, where interviewees talked 
about the institutional and structural barriers, the responses were organised according to the 
frequency of mentioning each barrier. The final step of the analysis was to compare the results 
from Norway to the results from Sweden to identify the similarities and differences in the 
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female refugees’ experiences in those two countries. The analysis was conducted by the 
assistance of NVivo, which is a software package to assist in analysing qualitative data.   
5.2.3. Informant interview method  
Interviews with civil servants and civil society organisations were conducted in Sweden and 
Norway. The aim of interviewing these actors was to hear from experts what the main 
obstacles are that they face in integrating female refugees into the labour market. The 
informant interviews are rich sources of information. Nevertheless, conducting effective 
informant interviews poses set of challenges. For example, the informants are experts in 
selecting the appropriate narratives to tell and they would not reveal any issues that could 
harm their organisations. Therefore, the interviewer had to assess the credibility of the 
provided information. In this regard, it was considered that interviewees would not give false 
or misleading information. Rather, if they did not wish to answer a question, they could 
express that directly (Berry, J. M., 2002).  
The informant interviews were conducted after carrying out the narrative interviews 
with female refugees. This technique provided the interviewer with as much information as 
possible about the topic and different actor’s roles. The aim of that was to give the interviewer 
credibility and to not waste the interviewees’ time (Hochschild JL. 2009:125). The interviews 
were semi-structured to allow respondents to elaborate on their answers and provide rich 
detailed information. At the same time, it provides some structure to make the interviews’ data 
more comparable (Bryman, 2012). 
Data from the interviews with informants were recorded using hand-written notes 
because some of the respondents felt uncomfortable with tape-recording. The handwritten 
notes led to losing some data regardless of the speed in writing the responses. Nevertheless, to 
avoid missing data as much as possible, processing the data took place straight away after 
each interview while the received information was still fresh. Also, it was considered that it is 
time-consuming to transcribe all the tape-recorded interviews which were held for an average 
40 minutes. A 40-minute interview took on average four hours to transcribe. Furthermore, the 
interviews could have been weaker if they have been recorded because of the interviewee’s 
discretion and uncomfortableness. 
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5.2.3.1. Selection of the informants 
In Norway, interviews with the Directorate of Integration and Diversity (IMDi) and the 
Norwegian Labour and Welfare Service (NAV) were conducted. Besides that, Norsk 
Folkehielp (NGO) contributed to the study by providing valuable information via email. In 
Sweden, an interview with the Kvinnocenter (civil society organisation) was conducted. 
Another interview was carried out with the Swedish Public Employment Service (SPES) . 7
The selection of the respondents was based on the central role that they play in integrating 
refugees. Particularly, the PESs as they are the backbones in implementing the introduction 
programmes in both countries. On the other hand, IMDI is the driving force of refugee 
integration, it implements the government policy and works together with migration authority, 
municipalities, government agencies and private sector to integrate refugees. 
Additionally, interviewing civil society organisations was based on the fact that they 
are engaged in different programmes and projects to target female refugees. Their long 
experience on female refugees’ integration makes them experts to identify the best 
mechanisms to bring more female refugees to the labour market. However, the study excludes 
employers as potential interviews because of two main reasons. First, the assumption that not 
all employees will agree that there are discriminatory behaviours in the labour market. Rather, 
they will associate the low employment rates of female refugees to the unfamiliarity with their 
qualifications or the poor language skills. Secondly, as it is stated in the previous research 
chapter, many experimental and qualitative studies have targeted employers, therefore, 
interviewing employers will not be an addition to the previous research. (See: Midtbøen, et al. 
(2012), Lundborg, P. & Skedinger, P. (2014) Furthermore, the number of informant interviews 
was limited to the time scope of the study. In other words, interviewing larger numbers of 
stakeholders would have revealed further relevant information to the study. However, the 
interviewed organisations provided the needed data to produce answers to the research 
questions. 
 The abbreviation PES is used to refer to both the SPES and NAV.7
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5.2.3.2. Interview guide for informant interviews 
The interview guide consists of five questions, which focus on the following themes. First, the 
challenges that female refugees can face in entering the labour market. The second theme was 
about the introduction programmes and projects that target female refugees to evaluate to 
what extent the integration policy is a gender-sensitive policy. Thereafter, a question was 
raised about the cooperation between different stakeholders to integrate refugees. Lastly, a 
question was asked about the mechanisms that can improve the female refugees’ participation 
in the labour market according to the interviewee’s experience. The languages used in the 
interviews were Swedish in Sweden and English in Norway. The first draft of the interview 
guide was formed in English and then translated to Swedish (See Appendix 3). 
5.2.3.3. Analysis techniques for informant interviews 
The informant interviews were used to provide a broader understanding of the problem and to 
assess the applicability of the suggested solutions by female refugees. The initial coding of 
the data was done according to the interview questions and based on the type of the 
organisation. Thereafter, two themes were identified based on the aim of this study. These 
themes are the barriers that hinder the access of female refugees into the labour market and 
the best mechanisms to bring more female refugees to the labour market.  
5.3. The quality of the research methods 
Using any research method has its strengths and weaknesses, which may raise concerns about 
the quality of the research. Therefore, and in order to ensure the trustworthiness of the study, 
four criteria were considered throughout performing this study. These criteria are: credibility; 
reliability; transferability and confirmability (Shenton, A. 2004:63). 
5.3.1. Credibility  
Credibility in the qualitative research is to evaluate how appropriate the used measuring 
techniques are to measure what is actually intended to be measured in the study (Golafshani, 
2003:599). To ensure the credibility of the study, two techniques were employed, which are: 
the ethical considerations and the iterative questions (Shenton, A. 2004:64). Regarding the 
ethical considerations, all respondents were informed about the criteria that they were selected 
 32
for and why their inputs are significant to the research. They were also informed about the 
purpose of the study and the interview process before conducted the interviews. Their 
participation was on a voluntary basis and they were told that the researcher has an objective 
position and there are no right or wrong answers to the questions. Most importantly, the 
interviewees were given an appropriate degree of confidentiality and it was clear to them that 
any information obtained from them will be protected and used only for academic purposes. 
Assuring confidentiality makes the respondents more comfortable to reveal information that 
would otherwise not have been revealed (Bryman 2008:113). The second technique to ensure 
validity was to use iterative questions by rephrasing some of the interviews questions to uncover 
any misleading or false information and reveal further clarifications (Shenton, A. 2004:64). 
5.3.2. Reliability  
Reliability is the probability of getting the same results if the same study were to be repeated, 
in the same context, by using the same measuring techniques and interviewing the same 
respondents (Tracy, 2013:228). However, this is difficult to achieve in the qualitative research 
because of the nature of the phenomena scrutinised qualitatively (Marshall and Rossman, 
2011). Yeung (1995:318) argues that to improve the validity and reliability of the research, it 
would be useful to use triangulation technique, which involves using multi-methods strategy 
to collect the data. Using different methods in one study reduces the limitations of each 
method and maximises their benefits (ibid, 319). Therefore, this study used a wide range of 
interviewees and a range of documents to collect the data. In addition, reporting in detail the 
processes within which the study was performed allows a future researcher to repeat the same 
study and achieve similar findings. 
5.3.3. Transferability 
Transferability means to provide a detailed description of the fieldwork to give a room for the 
reader to decide whether the prevailed settings are similar to another work and the findings 
can justifiably be applied to this work. (Shenton, A. 2004:69) In this regard, sufficient 
information was provided regarding the respondents and their backgrounds to allow the reader 
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to decide whether the provided information and findings can be applied to other settings and 
other groups of female refugees.  
5.3.4. Confirmability 
Confirmability means that the findings emerge from the data and not from the researcher’s 
preferences. Conformability is, however, difficult to be assured as long as the research design 
and data selection are the researcher's work (Shenton, 2004:72). Again, using triangulation 
can improve the research objectivity and reduce the researcher's bias (ibid). In this vein, the 
study’s findings were drawn in line with the laws that regulate the introduction programmes 
in each country. That means the researcher’s bias is limited to these official documents. 
Another way to ensure the objectivity was to motivate the selection of research design, 
methods and techniques to answer the research questions (ibid). In this regard, the 
motivations for selecting an approach where other approaches could have been possible were 
explained. In other words, interviewing female refugees is the only appropriate method to 
report their experiences in the labour market. Alongside female refugees interviews, the 
textual analysis and informant interviews serve as complementary methods to gain a full 
picture, which covers the different angles of the problem. In addition, explaining the 
methodological approach in-depth gives the reader the room to evaluate how far the results 
are emerging from the collected data. 
5.4. The study’s delimitations 
As it is stated before, the driving force of this work is the differences in the employment rates 
of female refugees in Sweden and Norway. The study relies on data that was presented by the 
EU LFS in 2014. This data shows the differences in the employment rates of female refugees 
in both countries. Nevertheless, the countries’ national data present different portrayals of 
refugees’ employment. These differences between the national data and the EU LFS data can 
be explained by many factors. Such as, many refugees work in non-registered jobs (e.g., black 
market, informal employment) compared to natives. However, it is difficult to identify the 
reasons for the difference in the national and international data (OECD, 2009:15). It is 
therefore noteworthy to mention the numbers according to the national data even though they 
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were not used as a ground for this research. The Norwegian data from 2015, shows that the 
employment rate of female refugees is only 44.2%, which is 5.7% lower than that of male 
refugees (49.9%) (Olsen, 2017:21). Still, the gender gap for refugees is smaller than the gap 
between all female and male immigrants (ibid). Moreover, for refugees who have been living 
in Norway for 15 years or more, the employment rate of female refugees is similar to that of 
male refugees (55%) (ibid). By contrast, there is a 5% gender employment gap among 
refugees after living in Sweden for 20 years or more. However, the employment rate, 
according to the Swedish national statistics, was 50.3% for female refugees 56.3% for male 
refugees in 2015 (SCB, 2017). These differences in employment rates were the main concerns 
when conducting the research. Nonetheless, since the data do not cover the same period, it 
was, therefore, more convenient to rely on the EU LFS data, which was collected in the same 
period and on the same basis in both countries.  
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6. Results
This chapter provides a concise summary of the introduction programmes in Sweden and 
Norway in the first section. This is followed by a presentation of the female refugee interviews’ 
results in section two. The third section explains the results of the informant interviews.  
6.1. The comparative textual analysis 
The introduction programmes in both countries have the same aim, which is to prepare the 
refugees to access the labour market by providing them with language courses and other 
activities that are important for the labour market (§1).  
In Sweden, the Establishment Reform (2010:197) states that all newly arrived 
refugees and their families who are between 20-64 years of age have the right to participate in 
a two-year introduction programme. In addition, newly arrived refugees who are above 18 can 
be enrolled in this programme if they came to Sweden without their parents (2010:197, §2). 
The PES enrols a refugee in the introduction programme within a year since s/he is settled in 
the municipality (§6). Following the registrations, a PES caseworker with the programme 
participant build an individual plan according to the participant’s qualifications and needs to 
access the labour market. The individual plan must be for full-time activities and it may be 
extended beyond the two-year period, but not for more than eight months (§8). 
The introduction programme includes language and social training alongside other 
activities to prepare participants for work. The programme is organised by the PES with the 
coordination with municipalities, which are responsible for providing the language and social 
training (§7). Participants in the introduction programme are entitled to the introduction 
benefit and other benefits as long as they attend all full-time activities (§15). However, not 
participating in the programme activities will not lead to revocation of the residence permit 
(Riksrevisionen, 2015:36). 
Similarly, in Norway, refugees and their families who hold a residence permit and are 
between 18 and 55 years of age have the right and obligation to participate in a two-year 
introduction programme (Introductory Act, 2005:228, §2,5). Unlike in Sweden, completing 
the introduction activities or demonstrating equivalent language skills is a requirement for 
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obtaining a permanent residence permit and the Norwegian citizenship. The municipalities 
have the obligation to enrol refugees in the introduction programmes as soon as possible and 
within three months of settling a refugee in a municipality or after the refugee requests a 
participation in the programme. Moreover, the municipalities are obliged to provide the 
language and social training not only for resident refugees in the municipality, but also for 
asylum seekers who are temporarily living at reception centres in that municipality (§17,§18). 
Likewise in Sweden, each participant has an individual plan based on her/his 
qualifications and needs to access the labour market. Also, the introduction programme 
includes language and social training for a total of 300 hours alongside other activities to 
prepare the participant for work (§4,6). Participants in the introduction programme are 
entitled to the introduction benefit as long as s/he attends all full-time activities. Any absence 
without permission causes a reduction in the benefit (§10). Alongside that, the Introductory 
Act includes other rules on the procedures of payment the benefit and the implications of 
providing incorrect information (§13, §14, §15, §16). Moreover, the law states that in 
principal teachers who provide the training to refugees should have professional and 
educational qualifications (§19). 
Nevertheless, the differences in the outcomes of the introduction programmes can be 
clearly seen in the following year of the programme. In 2015, only 5% of female refugees 
were in unsubsidised regular employment and a further 10% of those women were employed 
in subsidised employment after the programme in Sweden (OECD, 2016: 21). Contrary to 
that in Norway, half of the female refugees who participated in the introduction programme 
are working or studying one year after the programme (NSSB:2016). However, after the 
introduction programmes, in both countries, many women are becoming increasingly distant 
from the labour force, which raises the needs to reach out to these women.  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Table 2: Results of comparing the laws on introduction programme in Sweden and Norway
Sweden Norway
Purpose
To increase the social-economic 
inclusion of newly arrivals and to 
ensure there financial independence. 
To increase the social-economic 
inclusion of newly arrivals and to 
ensure there financial independence. 
Similar 
Compulsory 
participation 
Obligatory to get the benefit. 
Not obligatory to obtain a permanent 
residence permit and the citizenship.
Obligatory to get the benefit, to 
obtain a permanent residence permit 
and to obtain the citizenship.
Not 
similar
Target group
Refugees and their families between 
20-64 years and refugees who are 18 
– 19 years old without parents in 
Sweden.
Refugees and their families who are 
between 18 and 55 years of age. 
Not 
similar
Responsible 
authorities 
The PES enrols refugees in the 
introduction programme, whereas 
municipalities provide the language 
and social training.
Municipalities are responsible to 
provide the introduction programme.
Not 
similar
Starting the 
introduction 
programme
Within one year after a person is 
settled in a municipality. 
Within 3 months after a person is 
settled in a municipality or after s/he 
requested participation. 
Not 
similar
Components 
of the 
programme
Swedish language training, social 
studies and other activities to prepare 
the participant for work.
Norwegian language training, social 
studies and other activities to prepare 
the participant for work.
Similar
Duration
Two years on a full-time basis and 
can be extend in case of approved 
leaves of absence.
Two years on a full-time basis and 
can be extend in case of approved 
leaves of absence.
Similar
Individual 
plan 
Individual plan for each participant 
according to her/his needs and 
qualifications. 
Individual plan for each participant 
according to her/his needs and 
qualifications. 
Similar
Introduction 
benefit Yes Yes Similar
Absence Not mentioned Reduction of the programme benefit. _
Teachers’ 
qualifications Not mentioned
The main rule is that teachers should 
have professional and educational 
qualifications. 
_
Appeal The Administrative Court County Governor _
Settlement of 
refugees
Refugees have the freedom to select 
where to settle.
Negotiated between the state and 
municipalities.  
Not 
similar
Access to 
labour market Unrestricted Unrestricted Similar
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6.2. Interview results with female refugees 
In total, there were thirty respondents. Nineteen of them were in the age group from 26 to 35, 
while eleven of them were aged between 36 to 45 years. The majority of interviewees in 
Norway had a temporary residence permanent, whereas the majority of them in Sweden had a 
permanent residence permit. Most of the interviewees have been living in the host country for 
3 to 5 years, which implies that they are not very recent arrivals who lack the basic needs of 
the labour market. Moreover, the data on female refugees’ employment rates, which was used 
as a premise for the comparison, covers to a large extent the sample of interviewees since the 
majority of them arrived in the host country before performing the EU LFS in 2014. 
Furthermore, most of the interviewees were still not active economically when conducting the 
interviews and a few of them were working in temporary jobs. They all could relatively speak 
the host country’s language and the majority of them are from Syria and Iraq.  
All interviewees were motivated to answer the questions because they felt that it is 
an important step to make themselves heard. Interviewees have different backgrounds and 
demographic tables present that in the appendices 4 & 5.  
This section is divided into three subsections. The first subsection presents the 
institutional and structural barriers, whereas the second subsection explains the individual 
barriers. The barriers are presented from the most significant one to the least significant one 
according to interviewees’ responses (see figure 3). The third subsection presents the solutions 
that were addressed to achieve a higher employment rate of female refugees (see figure 4). 
6.2.1. Institutional and structural barriers   
The structural barriers are the quality of the introduction programmes and discrimination, 
whereas the institutional barriers are the validation of foreign credentials, housing problems 
and the generous access to the welfare system.  
6.2.1.1. The quality of the introduction programmes 
When asking respondents to evaluate the introduction programmes and the service they 
receive from the PES, many respondents in Sweden said that the introduction programme is 
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essential for their integration and the PES provides good services. A respondent explained her 
experiences with the PES as a good experience by saying that:  
“I was lucky because I had a good caseworker. She helped me to get an internship 
and she is my reference in everything I do. I think all people who work at the PES 
should be like her, but unfortunately, many are not.” 
The above quotation demonstrates how respondent did not place high expectations on the 
PES. Even though she receives a good service from the PES, but she saw that as an exception 
as many of the PES caseworkers do not provide good services. By the same token, other 
respondents said that the PES only registers them in the language and social training. They 
further explained that the PES caseworkers only help with low-skilled jobs or internships, but 
they cannot help with finding a job that matches everyone’s qualifications. However, all 
respondents agreed that the service that they receive depends on the caseworker they have. 
One respondent expressed her experience with the PES when she asked for help for validating 
her education as follow:  
“The support we get from the PES is good, but I think some of the caseworkers do 
not have a good knowledge about how they can help us. I sometimes feel that I 
have better knowledge of some of them after having been through different 
situations in Sweden.” 
According to this respondent, many of the PES caseworkers lack the qualifications to provide 
good services. The respondent considered herself as a more knowledgeable person in the 
process of foreign education recognition than the PES caseworkers since she has experienced 
many situations during her life in Sweden. Similarly, another respondent said that the PES 
does not have any information about how different University degrees can be validated. She 
said also that there is no coordination between the PES and the validation authorities.  
Contrary to that, the majority of respondents in Norway were satisfied with the service that 
the PES provides. However, all respondents agreed that the PES can only help with finding 
jobs or internships in the most in-demand jobs. In one respondent’s own words: 
“When we start language courses, a caseworker from the PES meets each student 
to hear from us about our backgrounds and what plans we have for the future in 
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Norway. They do their best to help us, but they cannot help us if we cannot speak 
the language or we do not have good qualifications. So, you see some people 
receive help while others do not.” 
This respondent provided a detailed description of the role that the PES plays in assisting 
refugees to access the labour market. However, she referred to the limited role that the PES 
can play if the refugees lack the essential qualifications of the labour market.  
Another point that refugees reflected upon was the lengthy administrative procedures. Most 
respondents in both countries consider waiting for too long to get the residence permit or any 
decision of any authority create a gap in their CVs. One respondent in Sweden said that:  
“… We have to wait too long for everything. We waited a year to receive the 
residence permit and then we waited a few months to get the social security 
number, the ID-card, the bank account, etc. Finally, when we were registered at 
the PES, we had to wait three months to start the language courses. We waste a lot 
of time and that makes us feel useless and excluded. During this period of time, 
we cannot make any social networks, we cannot find a job, we do not even know 
whether we will be allowed to stay or not.” 
The above quotation illustrates how the lengthy procedures keep refugees not only out of the 
labour market, but also out of the society with an uncertain future and very limited chances to 
build new skills. Nonetheless, respondents from both countries expressed a great trust of the 
integration authorities and people who provide the services. They said that they have a great 
deal of trust in authorities and people who work there. A respondent in Sweden explained why 
she trusts the authorities as follows:  
“I trust authorities and people who work there because they basically have to 
follow the law otherwise they will not be able to work there anymore.” 
Trust, according to this respondent, comes from the power of law, but not from the trust in 
individuals. Her words did not, however, differ a lot from that of interviewees who expressed 
their lack of trust in the authorities and people who provide the services in both countries. 
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These women said that they trust the laws, but not the individuals because individuals can 
easily favour a person and help her/him more than another person without violating the laws.  
Furthermore, respondents were also asked to evaluate the quality of the language and social 
training they receive. In this regard, all respondents from Norway said that the social training 
was good. In Sweden, some respondents thought that the social training was too basic. One 
respondent explained that: 
“They should start with the social orientation course at an earlier stage because we 
waste a lot of time when we arrive in Sweden until we receive our papers. So 
people could do something useful and learn about Sweden, while they are waiting 
for the residence permit.” 
The above quotation illustrates the need to start the integration process at an earlier stage 
since that will speed their socioeconomic inclusion. When it comes to the language courses, 
respondents in Sweden were not very satisfied with the quality of language courses. They said 
that the language courses are good but not at high quality. Students with different 
backgrounds, from different age groups and on different levels of language skills attend the 
same class. The majority explained that they only learn how to write at school, but there are 
no speaking classes. Moreover, the courses do not teach students anything about their 
professions. However, all respondents agreed that it is a personal effort to learn the language 
and one respondent commented on that: 
“The courses are not very high quality, but that is the same wherever you go. 
Some teachers are more qualified than others and it is our responsibility to learn 
the language because we are adults and we do not need someone to tell us to write 
our homework.” 
This respondent acknowledged that the responsibility lies on students themselves who should 
work hard whether they have good language courses and teachers or not. In Norway, few 
respondents said that the language classes are not very good, whereas many others expressed 
very positive opinions regarding the quality of the courses. As stated by one respondent in 
Norway, who thought the courses are very good, but the students are not putting much effort 
to learn: 
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“Language courses are very good. They divide students into groups according to 
their levels. We were not too many people in the class and the teacher had time for 
each student. However, the problem is that many students are not motivated to 
learn. So teachers are doing well, but not all students are willing to learn and they 
disturb the ones who want to learn.” 
Nonetheless, respondents from both countries agreed that the quality of the language courses 
differs from city to another, from school to another and from teacher to another, but each 
respondent was telling her individual experience. 
Figure 1: The number of female refugee interviewees who thought that the quality of 
the introduction programme, language training and social training are not good 
enough. 
6.2.1.2. Discrimination  
In Norway, most of the respondents said that they do not think there is discrimination in 
Norway, but the problem lies in the lack of social networks, language skills, and qualifications. 
Employers want to hire the best applicants and they will not hire someone who just arrived in 
the country with still untested skills. Other respondents explained that they will never become 
equal to native Norwegian people. They thought that discrimination is indirect and exists in the 
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private sector, but not in the public one. Their opinion was that many employers will look at the 
person’s name, appearance and religion more than her/his qualifications. One respondent 
explained that it is not discrimination which refugees face, it is rather the passive position that 
the citizens hold towards refugees. As that was stated by her words: 
“Norwegian people are not racist, but they do not have any responsibilities 
towards us. The government, which accepted us should carry the burden alone and 
find jobs for all of us. So they do not hate us, but they do not care about us.” 
Contrary to this, respondents in Sweden said that there is indirect discrimination, which could 
be based on different factors and it is hard to say which one affects these women most. It 
could be religion, particularly when wearing a headscarf, language skills, nationality or being 
a refugee or a woman. However, they also agreed with the respondents in Norway that 
employers will hire the best person, but if a refugee has similar qualifications to a native 
person, employers will select the native applicant. Nevertheless, based on the intersectional 
theory, respondents were asked about how different social categories can affect their 
integration. The social categories, which were brought up are refugee status, religion, 
nationality, gender, and age. 
Refugee status 
Respondents in Norway expressed that it is difficult to be a refugee because refugees do not 
have any other home and they have to integrate into the host country. It is their responsibility 
to integrate, but it is difficult to achieve that if native people do not accept them. Some 
respondents said that many natives have the perception that refugees are not productive and 
they only want to get the social benefits. They explained that people are very much affected 
by the media and any bad attitude of a refugee is generalised on all refugees, which has a 
negative impact on the integration of refugees into the host country. Contrary to this, few 
respondents said that being a refugee has a positive effect on their integration because they 
get support from the government, while other immigrants do not enjoy the same rights. 
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In Sweden, respondents said that being a refugee affects them negatively because of the rise 
of Islamophobia and anti-immigrant sentiment. Other few respondents do not think that being 
a refugee affects their integration. One of the respondents in Sweden considered her gender 
has no influence on her experiences in the labour market, but being identified as a refugee is 
the worst part of her story. As how this respondent phrased her opinion: 
“I do not think being a woman does really matter as much as being a refugee. 
Being someone who is forced to leave her/his country and come to a country 
where not everyone wants you to come is the worst part of our experience. I can 
understand people who do not want refugees in their country because of what is 
going on these days, but that is not our fault.” 
Wearing a headscarf 
Respondents in Norway and Sweden who wear a headscarf said that wearing a headscarf 
affects their opportunities in the labour market. However, they acknowledge that it might not 
be a hinder in all careers. One of the respondents in Norway explained how her headscarf can 
limit her chances in the labour market as follows: 
“I mean, if a woman wears a headscarf, they will consider her a conservative 
Muslim and they might be reluctant to offer her a job. I would not have felt like 
this if I had not worn a headscarf.” 
Nationality 
Some respondents in Sweden said that their nationality affects the type of the residence permit 
they obtain and how native people perceive them in the society. They said that nationality can 
have either a positive or a negative impact when it comes to the migration and integration 
policies as well as when it comes to communicating with people and looking for jobs. In 
Norway, none of the respondents thought that nationality affects their integration.  
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Gender 
In Norway, few respondents said that it is more difficult for women to get a job compared to 
men since employers will always consider that women have can get pregnant and have to take 
care of their children more often compared to men. This discrimination targets all women, 
including natives.  
However, few respondents in both countries thought that being a woman is better 
than being a man in Norway since people have a common perception that Muslim women are 
oppressed and hold a subservient position in society. Therefore, they will pay more attention 
to women from the Middle East to empower them.   
Age 
Some respondents in both countries thought that their age affects their opportunities in the 
labour market. They explained that they need to learn the language and validate their 
education. By the time they will be ready to work, they might be a bit too old to find a job. 
Employers will always prefer to hire a young person who has experience in the host country 
more than an older person without any experiences. 
6.2.1.3. Validation of foreign credentials 
Respondents in both countries who have a bachelor’s degree or higher indicated that 
validation of their education is very time-consuming and that not all degrees can be 
recognised. Some respondents considered that as the main obstacle, which makes them less 
motivated to work. Some explained that spending some years on learning the language and 
validating the education will create a gap in their CVs, which makes it more difficult to find a 
job that matches their education. One respondent in Sweden said that: 
“I personally, do not think they want to recognise our previous education and they 
destroy our skills during the waiting time. By the time we finish the language 
courses and get our qualifications recognised (if we were lucky to get admitted to 
a validation programme), we will not have any experiences left. It is really sad, 
just wasting time and money on all sides.” 
 46
6.2.1.4. Housing instability and the settlement programme 
In Norway, some respondents said that sending refugees to small cities limit their 
opportunities to find a proper job due to the lack of available jobs there. Also, the language 
courses are not of the same quality as in big cities and the chances to meet natives to practice 
Norwegian are very limited. As that was formulated by a respondent: 
“They send us to villages without people and we cannot leave these villages 
because we will lose the right for the introduction programme if we decide to 
move to another city.” 
In Sweden, many respondents said that they still do not have a permanent flat and that they 
move every few months to a new place. They thought moving to smaller cities will limit their 
chances in finding a job or obtaining qualifications to study at a University. They do not feel 
settled and they are always worried about where they will live next.  
6.2.1.5. Generous access to the welfare system   
Few respondents in both countries said that granting a full access for refugees to the welfare 
system might not be the best idea. They explained that people will be less motivated to apply 
for jobs since staying home and receiving benefits is as if one partner works and the second 
stays home. In one respondent’s own words: 
“I also think supporting people too much is not a good thing and that will make 
people lazy to search for a job.” 
6.2.2. Individual barriers 
The individual barriers are language skills, professional and social networks, cultural values and 
education level. 
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6.2.2.1. Language skills 
Respondents in Norway considered language as a major hinder, they explained that if they do 
not know the language, they will not be able to study or apply for jobs. They will not be able 
to communicate with employers or learn about the labour market regulations, their rights and 
obligations. One of the respondents summarised the importance of host country’s language 
skills as follow: 
“I think language is the main obstacle we face because if we cannot speak the 
language, we will not be able to search for jobs, to communicate with people and 
prove our qualifications.” 
In Sweden, some respondents said that language is the main obstacle to access the labour 
market, whereas others considered other factors such as social networks or education level are 
much more important.  
6.2.2.2. Professional and Social networks  
Respondents in both countries said that it is very important to have professional and social 
networks to find a job, but the majority lack that. One respondent in Norway explained that as 
follow: 
“Employers always ask for references and how we can get them if we do not have 
any work experience here and the last job we had, was for many years ago.” 
6.2.2.3. Cultural values 
The majority of respondents in Norway said that work is more important for men than for 
women. Similar opinions were expressed by respondents in Sweden. Respondents in both 
countries justified their opinions by saying that men can work with any kind of jobs and they 
do not mind changing their professions. In addition, they stated that men cannot manage to 
take care of their children as much as women can. Working women have to work inside and 
outside the home, because men will not do anything at home, according to the respondents. 
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Some said that working 8 hours per day is too much and they would prefer to work part-time 
in order to have more time for their children. As one respondent in Norway explained: 
“Of course, my husband comes first and there is no power on earth can make me 
share the parental leave with him. I love taking care of my children and I do not 
think he will manage to take care of them as much as I can.” 
By contrast, some respondents in both countries said that work is equally important for both 
women and men, as the type of life here differs from their countries. 
6.2.2.4. Education level 
Respondents who had a high school education or less stated that having an education from 
Norway is very important to have a good job and income. One respondent said that: 
 “Almost all jobs require minimum years of experiences and a University degree, 
but I do not have that.” 
According to this respondent, it is relatively impossible for her to find a job if she does not 
pursue any education in Norway. Some women have worked before, but they do not have any 
relevant education and it is impossible to use their experiences if they do not get an education 
in Norway. Similar results in Sweden, respondents who do not have a University degree said 
that most jobs require education obtained in Sweden. 
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Figure 3: The barriers to access the Swedish and Norwegian labour markets from 
interviewees’ point of view. 
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6.2.3. Assessment of how barriers to access the labour market can be removed 
Respondents in both countries addressed four focal points that can be taken into account to 
improve the participation of female refugees in the labour market. These points are explained 
below. (Figure 3 presents the results of interviews in this regard)  
6.2.3.1. Enhancing the effectiveness of the introduction programme 
Most of the respondents in Norway said that it is important to enhance the effectiveness of the 
introduction programme and language courses. They suggested that the language courses 
should be more relevant to their educational background and work experiences. They also 
acknowledge that not all refugees can study and learn by going to school. Therefore, people 
who do not progress well at school, they should have the possibility to do training and gain 
some work experience. On the other hand, respondents in Sweden were more critical of the 
quality of the language courses. Most of the respondents thought that language courses should 
be improved and include more speaking sections since focusing only on writing will not be 
enough for any job. Respondents suggested that students should be divided according to their 
educational backgrounds and language skills. In addition, the contents of the courses should 
be based on the background of each group of students. One respondent explained that: 
“If I am a pharmacist, why I have to study the Swedish literature and not learn the 
terms that I need for my future career!”  
According to this respondent, learning the professional language should be alongside learning 
the grammar. This will accelerate the access into the labour market and facilitate studying any 
validation programme. 
6.2.3.2. Validation of foreign credentials  
Respondents in both countries with a minimum of a bachelor’s degree education expressed their 
concerns about the validation of their previous qualifications. They thought that they should all 
have the opportunity to validate their degrees. The increased number of refugees has led to a high 
competition among students to get a place on the validation programmes and not all refugees can 
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validate their degrees. Some respondents suggested that the validation of foreign credentials should 
be an integrated part of the introduction programme. Respondent in Norway said that:  
“Make it easier to use our previous education and work in our fields, I do not 
know how they can do that, but that is really important. I will not be happy if I 
work with something new and I will not be productive as much as if I work in my 
field.” 
The above quotation illustrates the desperation of the respondent in using her previous 
education and how that will affect her motivation to work.   
6.2.3.3. Settlement programme  
Some respondents in Norway suggested that it is important to consider the size of the labour 
market prior to sending refugees to a particular city. According to a respondent, the authorities 
should match the labour market needs and people’s skills before settling them in any city or 
village. 
“Well, maybe when settling people in different cities, they should take into 
account the size of the labour market and the chances to find jobs for those people 
in these areas. They should match the labour market needs and people’s skills.” 
6.2.3.4. Establish footholds into the labour market  
Building bridges between refugees and employers was an essential issue, which respondents 
from both countries addressed. Employers do not know anything about the refugees' skills and 
they will be reluctant to hire someone if they do not know their qualifications. Therefore, 
respondents believed that the PES should introduce refugees to potential employers by 
organising mentorship and internship programmes or by holding seminars where employers 
and job seekers can meet.  
Respondents acknowledged that the PES has very limited capacity and they cannot 
force employers to give a refugee an internship or a job. The majority of the internships that 
refugees can do are in small companies where it is difficult to get a job afterward. Moreover, 
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respondents were aware that their host country has a large number of refugees which makes it 
more difficult to meet everyone’s needs and can slow down the process. 
Figure 3: Solutions to overcome the barriers to access the labour market from female refugee’s 
perspective 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6.3. Informant interviews 
Five interviews were conducted with different stakeholders who showed a great interest and 
engagement to provide substantial information about their work in general and their particular 
efforts to integrate female refugees. There are many projects that target different groups of 
refugees to integrate them faster into the labour market in both countries. These projects are 
done by different NGOs and authorities. Nevertheless, all informants agreed that the quality 
of language courses and the support that refugees receive during the introduction programmes 
differ across municipalities. For example, the informant from MIDI stated that: 
“The quality of language courses and the support that provided by the 
municipalities differ per municipality. Therefore, women who do not receive good 
support from their municipality, they will have worse outcomes compared to 
women who receive good services.” 
This informant also brought to attention the problems that the settlement programme can 
cause. She agreed that the programme can solve the segregation problem, but it causes other 
problems regarding the size of the labour market where many refugees are settled. 
6.3.1. The obstacles that hinder the access of female refugees into the labour 
market 
Informants in Norway addressed four main obstacles to integrating female refugees into the 
Norwegian labour market, which are education level, the highly competitive labour market, 
lack of financial resources and the cultural values of refugees. An informant from the PES in 
Norway said that all jobs in Norway require at least a high school education and the 
employment rate of native women is very high. There is an educational gap between refugees 
and natives and it is difficult to fill this gap. Furthermore, another informant in Norway 
explained that some women need more help than others, but there are not enough sufficient 
financial resources to support each woman individually. In addition, cultural values and 
gender roles are among the main obstacles in integrating female refugees since these women 
have more responsibilities towards their families. In the informant’s own words: 
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“Female refugees have generally lower education level compared to male 
refugees. Also, they have more responsibilities towards family and taking care of 
their kids so they progress slower than men in learning the language. However, 
there are no enough financial sources to support each woman. Some women need 
more help than others, but we do not have enough resources to help each one.” 
In contrast, informants in Sweden found qualifications to be the main obstacle. They said that 
many female refugees are very willing to work, but they do not have previous qualifications. 
They do not know what they are good at and they are afraid to try. On the other hand, men 
usually have work experiences and are used to work, which makes it is easier for them to 
enter the labour market faster. An informant from the PES said that low-educated female 
refugees should have the possibility to do training and experience their qualities, which will 
motivate them even more and help them to access the labour market.  
6.3.2. Mechanisms to bring more female refugees to the labour market 
According to an informant in Norway, changing the gender roles and motivating women to 
work is a problematic issue. The informant explained that it costs a lot of money to prepare a 
low-educated woman to access the labour market and that will be a waste of money to invest 
in her skills if she does not want to work. Therefore, it is important to motivate women and 
make them work. On the other hand, another informant in Norway saw that female refugees, 
particularly low educated need extra help to prepare them for the labour market. The 
informant said that: 
“Many studies show that temporary jobs lead to permanent jobs. Therefore, it is a 
good step to help women with signing their first employment contract. Also, I 
think having an introduction programme that matches female refugees’ needs and 
educational backgrounds, would improve their employment rate. Formal 
education is the most important factor in integration and the programme should be 
more linked to their backgrounds as well as providing longer programmes for 
women who need special attention.’’ 
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This informant referred to different studies to support her opinion and she emphasised that 
female refugees have different experiences compared to male refugees because of the gender 
roles and traditional values. Therefore, the informant saw that having a natural integration 
programme would leave these women behind as long as their husbands would not share 
household chores. 
In Sweden, the responses were more focused on improving the language skills of 
female refugees and to have labour market education that targeted at female refugees. An 
informant from the Kvinnocenter said that most of the courses that the PES provides are 
targeted at male-dominated jobs and it is difficult for female refugees who have never worked 
before to start working in men-dominated jobs. Therefore, there should be more education 
and training that target women’s needs, particularly the low-educated ones.  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7. Analysis and discussion 
The results reveal that the introduction programmes in Sweden and Norway are similar to a 
large extent when it comes to the purpose, the components and duration. However, the 
Introductory Act in Norway is more detailed and put demands on refugees by explicitly 
stating that refugees have the right and obligation to participate in the introduction 
programme. It also puts more demands on municipalities to provide the introduction 
programme for refugees within three months of settling them in a specific municipality. On 
the other hand, the Establishment Reform in Sweden is softer and leaves a larger room for 
interpretation. The law does not state that refugees are obliged to attend the introduction 
programme rather it is their right to attend this programme. At the same time, the PES has up 
to one year from settling a refugee in a municipality to register her/him in the introduction 
programme.  
Nevertheless, the main differences between Sweden and Norway regarding the 
integration of female refugees appear to be clearer pronounced in the implementation of the 
introduction programmes not in the legislations. Female refugees in Norway expressed their 
satisfaction with the introduction programme and the PES as well as the quality of the 
language and social training. By contrast, their counterparts in Sweden were more critical of 
the quality of the integration programme, the services that the PES provides and the language 
and social training. However, all respondents from all interviewed groups agreed that the 
quality of the introduction programmes differs per municipality, which puts some people less 
advantaged compared to others. These findings as such have not been addressed by previous 
studies, which mainly use quantitative data to compare the outcomes of refugees without 
paying attention to the voices of female refugees. 
Furthermore, the results show that female refugees in Sweden are more concerned 
about discrimination than their counterparts in Norway. However, the intersectional analysis 
shows that different social categories such as age, nationality, gender, refugee status and 
wearing a headscarf affect the majority of respondents within a country and slightly between 
the countries. Respondents in both countries said that they could be advantaged or 
disadvantaged according to their identity. The responses of female refugees on how refugee 
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status can negatively affect their labour market integration provide similar results as found by 
Landos & Olofsson (2014) and Lemaître (2007). These studies indicate that among others 
homesickness, cultural shock and pressure can decrease the motivation of refugees to learn 
the host country’s language and culture.  
Contrary to the intersectional theory, which considers being a woman and a refugee 
will cause multiple-discrimination, some women thought that being a woman will give them a 
better opportunity in the labour market compared to that of their male peer. They explained 
that both Sweden and Norway seek to empower women and that may affect positively their 
experiences in the labour market. Their thoughts are similar to results by Arai, el at. (2015) & 
Bangstad (2016). These studies show that male refugees may experience a higher level of 
discrimination in the labour market compared to female refugees. Nonetheless, some other 
women expressed thoughts in line with the intersectional theory. They believed that 
employers will prefer to hire men more than women since women have much more 
responsibilities towards family.  
However, not all women interviewees thought that their gender will affect their 
experiences in the labour market. Rather, they had many concerns about how their 
headscarves can affect their employability. These results are in line with the discrimination 
reporting to the Norwegian Equality and Anti-Discrimination Ombud (LDO) in Norway. 
These reports show that many Muslim females are denied to work because of their 
headscarves (Bangstad, 2016:408).
By looking at other institutional barriers, such as validation of foreign credentials, 
housing problems and generous access to the welfare system, it seems that there are no big 
differences between female refugees’ experiences in both countries. Both groups of educated 
respondents considered that a lack of recognition of their previous qualifications is the main 
obstacle to access the labour market. They are not motivated to change their careers or to 
study for a few years before they can work in their fields. These findings are similar to results 
by Lemaitre (2007) and Schuster et al. (2013). These studies show that the previous education 
cannot secure refugees jobs in their fields. In addition, addressing the generous access to the 
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welfare system as a hinder to access the labour market by a few number of respondents in 
each country corresponds with the findings by Hagelund (2005) and Koopmans (2010). 
Furthermore, the lengthy administrative procedure is a nightmare for respondents in 
both countries. They thought that waiting for too long before starting the introduction 
programme is a waste of their time and skills. This recalls what the OECD states about how the 
delay in the asylum procedure can slow the refugee integration (OECD, 2009). Furthermore, 
and similar to what the OECD finds, female refugee interviewees expressed that the housing 
instability affect their progress in learning the language and accessing the labour market.
When it comes to the individual barriers, it can be seen that learning the language is 
the main obstacle for female refugees in both countries. Respondents addressed that they have 
very limited opportunities to use the language and the majority lack the social networks. Their 
responses are in line with the findings of Sales (2002) and Cary-Wood et al. (1995). In the 
same light, informant interviewees in both countries addressed language proficiency as one of 
the main obstacles to access the labour market. 
Regarding the cultural values, when asking whether work is more important for 
interviewed women or for their partners, the majority of respondents put themselves behind 
their partners. While respondents did not address that as a barrier, it is actually seen one of the 
main barriers to socio-economic integration because it affects their motivation to learn the 
language and search for a job. This was addressed as a core problem in integrating female 
refugees into the labour market during the informant interviews in Norway. By contrast, 
informants in Sweden considered the low-educational level and the lack of work experiences 
as main problems. According to them, female refugees need more support to qualify for the 
labour market. Similar to that, respondents who have a high school education or less stated 
that they will not be able to find a job if they do not pursue an education in the host country. 
The low-educated respondents are aware of their problem and their opinion is similar to 
findings by Bratsberg, el at. (2017). Informants in both countries showed many concerns 
about the educational level, which requires a lot of investments to prepare these women for 
work life. 
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Another problem raised by women respondents in both countries was the lack of 
professional and social networks, which limits their chances to access the labour market. 
These concerns are in line with findings by Åslund, Forslund & Liljeberg (2017) and Hensvik 
& Skans (2013). These studies indicate that informal recruitment through social and 
professional networks is very common in both countries and refugees generally lack these 
networks. By contrast, informant interviewees did not mention that among the barriers, even 
though they could play an important role in building these professional networks for refugees. 
Going back to the barriers to access the labour market that was presented by the EU 
(LFS) in 2014, it can be noticed that the findings provide a similar picture of that results. 
Discrimination in Sweden is more pronounced, whereas language proficiency is more 
significant in Norway than in Sweden. Moreover, respondents in Sweden found that their 
nationality impacts their integration, whereas none of the respondents in Norway mentioned 
that. However, wearing a headscarf is considered as a huge barrier in both countries (see 
Appendix 1). 
Additionally, none of the respondents in Norway complained about the integration 
model. Their experiences were not affected by the obligatory aspect of the language and 
social training to obtain the permanent residence permit and citizenship. That implies that a 
less multicultural approach will not negatively affect the refugees’ perceptions. Rather, it 
might be a good way to integrate them further into the host society. On the other hand, female 
refugees in the multicultural Sweden were not as satisfied. Therefore, it can be argued that 
adopting a less multicultural approach in Sweden alongside improving the quality of the 
language training would be beneficial. Moreover, it could be argued that demands should also 
be increased on the relevant authorities such as the PES and municipalities. Both 
multiculturalism and assimilation have negative and positive sides and none of them can 
replace the other. A balance between these and tackling discriminatory attitudes in the labour 
market could lead to better socio-economic integration. 
Based on that, it can be said that the collected data provide an affirmative answer to 
the first additional question. This question tries to explore whether the introduction 
programme in Norway is more effective in facilitating the access of female refugees to the 
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labour market than in Sweden. The affirmative answer is based on two premises. First, the 
fact that a larger number of female refugees access the labour market after finishing the 
introduction programme in Norway compared to Sweden. Second, the differences in female 
refugee interviewees’ opinions about the quality of the introduction programme in both 
countries. In Norway, interviewed women expressed their satisfaction with the introduction 
programme, the quality of the language and social training, and the services of PES. In 
contrast, their counterparts in Sweden were more critical of the quality of the introduction 
programme, the service that the PES provides and the language and social training.  
When it comes to the second additional question: What are the main obstacles to 
integrate female refugees according to stakeholders? Do these stakeholders mention similar 
obstacles as female refugees address? The answer is affirmative but to limited extent. 
Informants considered language proficiency, low educational level, cultural values, and 
limited financial resources as the main reasons for the low employment rates of female 
refugees. These opinions are similar to those addressed by low-educated respondents. 
Contrary to this, educated respondents saw the problem mainly in the validation programmes. 
Informants did not refer to the complexity of validating the foreign qualifications and how 
that will influence the motivation of women to work. This barrier does not seem to be as 
important for informant interviewees since the number of low-educated female refugees is 
much larger. Furthermore, informants did not mention the need to assist these women and 
build social and professional networks for them. 
In this sense, the answer to the first part of the main research question, whether the 
barriers that female refugees face in accessing the labour market in Sweden are similar to 
those their counterparts confront in Norway, is affirmative but to a limited extent. There are 
differences when it comes to the implementation of the introduction programmes and the 
quality of the services. There are also differences when it comes to discrimination, which was 
more pronounced in Sweden. By contrast, there are no considerable differences when it 
comes to the individual and other institutional barriers, such as validation of foreign 
credentials, housing problems and generous access to the welfare system.  
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Regarding the second part of the question about solutions to bring more female 
refugees to the labour market, women interviewees in both countries addressed relatively 
similar points to facilities their access into the labour market. These solutions were mainly to 
enhance the efficiency of the introduction programme and language courses, to facilitate the 
process of validation of foreign education, to build social networks for refugees and to match 
the needs of the labour market to refugees' skills. Therefore, it can be argued that these 
solutions should be taken into account in both countries in order to bring more women to 
work life.  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8. Conclusion 
In sum, there are no differences in the individual barriers that female refugees can face in 
accessing the labour market. These similarities could be based to a large extent on the 
similarity of the composition of refugees in both countries. Regarding the institutional and 
structural barriers, it can be noticed that the quality of the integration programme and the 
services that the PES provides as well as the language and social training are of a higher 
quality in Norway according to female refugee interviewees’ evaluation. In addition, the 
concern about discrimination was more observed among women interviewees in Sweden than 
in Norway. Regarding other institutional and structural barriers, there were no significant 
differences in the female refugees’ experiences.   
Therefore, and in light of these empirical findings, it is difficult to say what exactly 
can explain the differences between the employment rates of female refugees in Sweden and 
Norway. However, some explanatory factors could be the differences in the number of female 
refugees in both countries, the obligatory aspect of the introduction programme in Norway, 
and the differences in the implementations of the integration programmes. Put differently, the 
individual barriers are more or less the same, but the institutional efforts are the reason behind 
these differences.  
Based on the above, it is essential to acknowledge that it is not only due to female 
refugees and their cultural values that they have a low employment rate. Rather, it is also due 
to the authorities that have failed to meet their needs to access the labour market. It is due to 
the regulations and lengthy administrative procedures that leave female refugees for a long 
time out of the labour market. It is due to employers who are reluctant to offer a female 
refugee a job opportunity. It is due to the EU, whose solidarity has destabilised in confronting 
the huge number of refugees. It is due to a combination of all these actors and they all need to 
collaborate to improve the integration of female refugees into the labour market. 
 Authorities should recognise the different needs of female refugees. Each group of 
women has different needs and possess a different educational level and a wise integration 
policy should meet these different needs. Another effort should be done by refugees 
themselves, for instance, their gender role attitudes can be altered based on sharing 
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responsibilities and encouraging women to be economically active. Finally, employers who 
have not been included in this study, but they are essential actors in the labour market 
integration of female refugees. Employers should be more open to test the skills of female 
refugees and show their interests in supporting the socio-economic cohesion. Most 
importantly, Sweden can learn from Norway in that the multicultural approach is not 
necessarily the correct model for integration, rather, imposing extra demands on refugees and 
improving the quality of the integration programme can lead to better integration outcomes.  
These findings could serve as a guide for newly arrived female refugees to better 
understand the challenges and opportunities that they will face in entering the Swedish and 
Norwegian labour markets. Furthermore, the findings could help different stakeholders to see 
the problem from female refugees’ perspectives, which should be taken into account to 
improve their employment rates. 
Finally, it can be said that observing the lack of motivation to work among many 
female refugee interviewees, raises many concerns about their labour market integration. This 
issue opens a door for a further research area, which could focus on tackling the stereotype 
images and gender role attitudes of refugees. It is important to distinguish here between 
tradition and religion because the former could be changed by raising awareness and 
encouragement, while the latter is much complicated and sensitive to touch upon. 
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Appendices 
Appendix 1: Obstacles to getting a suitable job by first generation immigrants in 
Sweden and Norway in 2014 
Source: Eurostat based on EU LFS 2014 AHM. 
(See: http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/lfs/data/database) 
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Country
/Barrier
Lack of 
language 
skills
Lack of 
recognition of 
qualifications
Origin, 
religion, social 
background
No barrier Other barriers
Sweden First generation 14.4 10.4 8 30.1 33.9
Norway 20.7 11.1 3.2 17.9 38.4
Sweden
First & 
second 
generation
10.9 7.8 6.1 34.1 37.7
Norway 17.9 9.6 2.8 17.9 43.5
Appendix 2: Interview guide for interviews with female refugees 
1. Tell me about your background (country of origin, age, marital status, children, year of 
arrival, education level, work experience in your country, type of residence permit you 
have).To identify, in order, the three most important topics for integration. (Work/education, 
Language, Social interaction) 
2. Can you tell your experience in the labour market? What factors most help/hinder your 
integration process? Why? How? Here is the list of potential factors that may help you…
(Language proficiency, Education level and recognition qualifications, Discrimination, 
Cultural values, Integration policy, The labour market regulations) 
3. Can you describe some details of what you have gained from the integration programme for 
your future career? How can you evaluate this programme? What are its pros and cons? Did 
you receive the support that you needed from the Public Employment Service?  
4. What do you think about language courses and societal orientation course?  
5. What could have been done better to achieve a faster path to the labour market? 
6. Do you think that finding a job is more important to your partner than you? What do you 
think about sharing parental leave with your partner?  
7. Have you experienced any discriminatory behaviour in the labour market? If yes, can you tell 
more about your experience?  
8. Is there anything about your experiences in Sweden/Norway specifically as a Syrian woman 
that has had an impact on your integration experience, either positively or negatively? 
9.  If you have worked before, what about the possibility of retraining for a new career? If you 
haven’t worked outside the home before, what do you think about training for a career? 
10.What do you think about the overall organisation of the integration process in Sweden?  That 
is, the way in which you are treated by authorities, the way different services are spread out 
or concentrated, etc? 
11. When you think about your own relationship to the integration process in Sweden, would 
you say that you have a great deal of trust in the authorities and those who provide the 
services? Why or why not? 
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Appendix 3: Interview guide for informants 
•  What are the main obstacles that different authorities can face in integrating female 
refugees into the labour market? 
•  Is there any integration programme/project that only targets female refugees? In other 
words, can you describe the integration policy as a gender-sensitive policy? 
•  How different stakeholders (PES, municipalities, NGOs, etc.) work together to integrate 
refugees? What are the main challenges in this cooperation? 
•  I’d love to hear your perspective on the current situation of female refugees in the 
Norwegian/Swedish labour market? 
•  According to your experiences, which mechanisms can bring more female refugees to the 
labour market?  
 3
Appendix 4: Table of demographic data for respondents in Norway 
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Respondents Country 
of Origin
Age 
group
Marital 
Status
Number of 
Children
Years 
in NOR
Educational 
level
Type of 
Residence Permit
Respondent 1 Iraq 26-35 No 0 3 Grade School Temporary
Respondent 2 Syria 26-35 No 0 3 High School Permanent
Respondent 3 Syria 26-35 Yes 2 3 High School Permanent
Respondent 4 Syria 36-45 Yes 3 2 High School Temporary
Respondent 5 Iraq 36-45 Yes 2 3 Bachelor Temporary
Respondent 6 Iraq 26-35 Yes 2 4 High School Permanent
Respondent 7 Syria 26-35 No 0 3 Bachelor Permanent
Respondent 8 Iraq 36-45 Yes 3 4 Bachelor Permanent
Respondent 9 Iraq 26-35 Yes 2 4 Bachelor Permanent
Respondent 10 Iraq 26-35 No 0 4 Bachelor Permanent
Respondent 11 Syria 26-35 Yes 2 2 Bachelor Temporary
Respondent 12 Syria 26-35 Yes 1 4 High School Permanent
Respondent 13 Syria 26-35 Yes 0 4 High School Temporary
Respondent 14 Syria 36-45 Yes 3 2 Bachelor Temporary
Respondent 15 Syria 36-45 Yes 2 4 Master Permanent
Appendix 5: Table of demographic data for respondents in Sweden 
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Respondents Country of Origin
Age 
group
Marital 
Status
Number of 
Children
Years 
in SWE
Educational 
level
Type of 
Residence Permit
Respondent 1 Yemen 26-35 Yes 3 4 Bachelor Permanent
Respondent 2 Syria 26-35 Yes 1 3 Bachelor Permanent
Respondent 3 Syria 26-35 Yes 0 3 High School Permanent
Respondent 4 Iraq 36-45 Yes 2 5 Bachelor Permanent
Respondent 5 Iran 36-45 Yes 0 3 Bachelor Permanent
Respondent 6 Syria 26-35 No 0 2 Bachelor Permanent
Respondent 7 Iraq 36-45 Yes 1 2 Bachelor Permanent
Respondent 8 Syria 36-45 Yes 4 4 Grade School Permanent
Respondent 9 Syria 26-35 No 0 3 Bachelor Permanent
Respondent 10 Syria 36-45 No 2 4 Bachelor Permanent
Respondent 11 Syria 26-35 Yes 1 4 High School Permanent
Respondent 12 Eritrea 26-35 Yes 0 2 High School Temporary
Respondent 13 Syria 36-45 Yes 3 3 Bachelor Permanent
Respondent 14 Syria 26-35 No 1 3 High School Permanent
Respondent 15 Syria 26-35 Yes 2 3 Bachelor Permanent
